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Summary
 

Legions of murderous undead, Haitian voodoo, and a five-thousand-year-old serpent god.

Yeah, ’cause that’s exactly what Yancy Lazarus needs in his life: more complications. As if being the Hand of Fate and the newly appointed guardian over one of the Horsemen of the Apocalypse wasn’t headache enough.

All Yancy wants is an easy life on the open road—chock-full of ribs, beer, cigarettes, and smoky bars blaring with gritty blues music—but that just isn’t in the cards. Nope, not anymore. He’s been charged with saving the world, and now that he’s got a no-shit demon riding shotgun in his head, he’s sorta committed to the cause.

If Yancy can’t sort through this colossal heap of bullshit, he’s coffin bound. But, he’s not dead yet. In fact, he even has a lead.

Turns out one of the Horsemen of the Apocalypse—the pale Rider, Death—is slumming around in one of Yancy’s old haunts. In order to corner this new threat, though, Yancy’s gonna have to face some deadly supernatural nightmares from his distant past. And, to make matters worse, he’s not the only one trailing the Pale Rider. A powerful new mage with some serious magical chops is also aiming to find the Fourth Seal and he’ll do whatever it takes to win. Even if it means hurting those closest to Yancy … like FBI Agent Nicole Ferraro.

 




 

 

 

 

 

 

ONE:
 

Treason
 

 
 

“Will anyone stand for this man? Stand for Yancy Lazarus?” The voice rang out, echoing off the bleak stone walls, rolling over me like a frigid ocean wave crashing on a rocky shoreline. “Will anyone dare to call him friend”—a taut pause—“or brother?” A creeping dread filled my belly, twisting my guts into serpentine knots. Gooseflesh broke out along my arms, neck, and back, while slick beads of perspiration dotted my forehead. 

If no one stood for me, vouched for me, I was dead. And I’m not being hyperbolic or metaphorical here. 

Someone—probably ol’ Iron Stan, the leader of the Fist of the Staff and my former boss—would literally slip a Vis-imbued garrote around my neck and strangle me until I was a lifeless meat sock. Choke the air from my lungs while crushing my windpipe, leaving me to die a very undignified death: Kneeling on the concrete floor before a bunch of bathrobe wearing geezers. Back bent with some douchehole digging an elbow in between my shoulder blades. Hands cuffed behind my back and a brown leather sack covering my bowed head. 

Well, someone would try … 

These days, I had some extra kick under the hood in the form of an honest to goodness End Times Seal—straight outta the book of Revelation—come to me by way of an Elder Bigfoot, Chief Chankoowashtay, the leader of the People of the Forest and the last great ruler of the Chiye-tanka.

Yep, riding right next to my ticker was the Seal of War. A metaphysical prison containing the essence of the second horseman of the Apocalypse: Azazel the Purros, Grigori of Old, Scourge of Mankind, Maker of War, and Lord of Dark Magicks. A creature with a truly intimidating string of titles, though, admittedly, I’d hate to be him when tax season rolls around and you have to list your full name in quintuplet. 

True, I couldn’t take on the entire Guild even with that evil dickhead, Azazel, in my corner, but I’d sure as shit go down hookin’ and jabbin’, and I’d take at least a few of these sons of bitches with me if it came to it.

“He abandoned this Guild,” the voice said, as insistent and unyielding as old stones. I swiveled my head toward the speaker, and though I couldn’t see her—what with a friggin’ sack over my face—I could picture her in my mind. A striking woman with smooth skin, high cheeks, and bright green eyes, searching and weighing. Her hair, a mass of silver, hanging all the way down her back. Arch-Mage Borgstorm, head of the Guild of the Staff. As savvy as magi came, but cold, calculating, and political to her teeth.

“Throughout the course of this trial,” she continued, “the prosecutor has shown Mage Lazarus to be a traitor. A danger. A deserter.” Her words sparked a fire in my chest, my blood rising to a low simmer as I clenched my teeth and balled my hands into fists. 

Traitor. 

I’d given more for the damn Guild than anyone had a right to ask, and they’d been the ones to turn their backs on me and mine, not the other way around. But, despite the fact that I had the sudden urge to conjure a gout of molten rock and melt the chamber to blackened slag, I held my tongue. 

My personal feelings aside, I needed these shifty bastards in my corner because I had nowhere else to turn. No other leads to run down. 

After trying unsuccessfully to find James and the Morrigan for the past two months—and with no further word from Lady Luck, my immediate boss as Hand of Fate—I only had one viable clue: the Fourth Seal. The essence of Death and Pestilence. And, unfortunately, the only person who knew the location of the Seal Bearer was sitting on the raised platform. The arch-mage. Awful luck for me, considering she was the one leading the charge to have me summarily executed and thrown into an unmarked grave.

Them’s the breaks sometimes, I suppose.

“Even if Mr. Lazarus isn’t willfully an enemy of the Guild,” the arch-mage said, “no one here can deny he is a liability and threat to anyone who comes near him. Everyone in this room has seen his personnel file, so we all know exactly how dangerous he is. Moreover, since deserting our ranks in ’98, he’s committed hundreds of unsanctioned acts of violence and vigilantism across Inworld and Out. 

“Hundreds. Violating untold treaties. Wantonly killing. Compromising the integrity of this distinguished organization.” She made that last one sound far worse than wantonly killing, which should tell you everything you need to know about her. “So, I ask again. Will anyone stand for him knowing the potential risk he represents?”

A long, uncomfortable pause filled the room, a palpable weight settling over everything.

“If you would have him back among our number,” the arch-mage said at last, breaking the quiet, “stand now, or hold your peace as the Elders pass judgement on this man, this unrepentant criminal.”

I heard the muted squeak of wooden pews and the scuffle of a heavy chair sliding over old stone. There weren’t a lot of squeaks, but enough to tell me more than one person had risen in my defense. 

Thankfully, this wasn’t a majority vote. Since I was a former Guild member, there needed to be unanimous consensus for an execution sentence. 

But there were still lots and lots of other god-awful punishments they could throw at me: Torture. Imprisonment. Official exile from the Guild—tantamount to a death sentence, since being an exile from the Guild also meant being exiled from Inworld. No rogue mage wanted to take his chances living indefinitely as an outcast in Outworld. Bad, bad odds, those.

“Obviously, Arch-Mage, there are those who would vouch for him,” came a man’s voice, a deep baritone, clipped with the off-English accent so common to South Africans. I instantly recognized him: Black Jack Engelbrecht. The twelfth member of the Elders Council and the only Elder who’d sided with me over the shitstorm with the Morrigan and the Tuatha De Danann eighteen years ago. The same incident that’d driven me from the Guild in the first place. 

Bunch of sniveling, chicken-shit cowards.

“There are those who remember his service,” he added, and though that last wasn’t said to me, I think it was meant for my ears. “So if we can be done with the dramatics, let us unhood the man and have a civilized conversation, eh?”

“Elder Engelbrecht, your derision for these proceedings isn’t helpful,” the arch-mage replied, voice cool and professional as ever, though a hint of heat lingered underneath the words. 

He snorted in reply. “Please. These proceedings have been a railroad job since he arrived, but we all knew how this would turn out. Even though I have no doubt there are many esteemed members”—the sarcasm oozed, thick as molasses—“of this body that would love to see a guilty verdict rendered, we all know Mage Lazarus is not a traitor. Dangerous, without question. Hotheaded, certainly. Perhaps even a vigilante. But not a traitor. Never that. Besides, what would you have us do, eh? Would you have us kill him and doom ourselves for spite?”

He let the obviously rhetorical question linger in the air like an angry cloud. 

“Whatever your personal feelings regarding him are, Arch-Mage,” he said eventually, “we dare not kill him. That is a reality no one here can deny. Has everyone here read Mage Lazarus’s personnel file? Yes. But everyone else here has also read his report about James Sullivan. About the Morrigan. About dark conspiracies and war. Much as we might not like to admit it,” he continued, “the Fates have conspired to turn him into a fulcrum, and we can do naught but trust in their judgement. Or perhaps, Arch-Mage, you think you know better than Lady Wyrd? Perhaps you see some future she cannot?”

The soft murmur of voices sprang to life all around me like the steady drone of some huge bug. Concerned whispers, which didn’t fill me with much confidence, but which gave me the sense that I wasn’t about to be strangled to death, beheaded, pitched off a cliff, or doomed to life as an exile.

“Very well,” the arch-mage finally whispered. “The assembly has spoken and, for the time being, Mage Lazarus is acquitted of treason charges. Unhood him, if you please, though the rest of the restraints will remain. He is dangerous, after all—now more so than ever—and the Elder Council has not yet passed sentence on him.”

The pressure between my shoulder blades vanished, leaving behind a tight knot of sore muscle, which was still an improvement over having some dickhead’s elbow planted in my back. A rough hand landed on my shoulder and a moment later the leather sack—heavy, brown, roughly stitched, and reeking of old vomit—masking my face came away with a tug. 

Cool air, a bit musty, washed over my skin like the first breeze of a refreshing spring wind. I pulled in a long, deep breath, then smacked my lips, working some moisture into ’em as I squinted against late afternoon light streaming in through the stained glass windows scattered throughout the room. The Elder Council was arrayed before me as expected, spread out in a loose semicircle. Most scowled down at me from their heavy, antique chairs. Except Black Jack, of course, who stood with his bulky tree-trunk arms folded across his chest while he stared daggers at the arch-mage.

“Yancy Lazarus,” the arch-mage said, deliberately ignoring Jack and focusing on me with laser-like intensity. “You have been acquitted on the charge of treason, but a myriad of other crimes still remain against you. Most notably, leaving the Guild without proper authorization in March, 1998, as well as countless acts of unlawful vigilantism. Acts which no one here”—she paused and shot a sidelong scowl at Black Jack—“can dispute. The facts are what they are. And, for your crimes, you face a penalty of fifty years in the Tullianum. Minimum.” 

My brow furrowed and my jaw clenched tight as muscles tensed. 

The Tullianum. A prison. Worse than a prison. 

A dank, dusty hole in the earth, situated in the heart of the sprawling red dunes of the Australian Outback, where they dropped a host of supernatural criminals and left them more or less for dead. The Tullianum was like the unholy love child of Mad Max’s Thunder Dome and a Game of Thrones episode: all rusted iron, spiked armor, creepy incest, and cannibal kings running amok. And a strange confluence of ley lines and telluric currents made it one of the few places on Earth where magi couldn’t touch the Vis. 

 I wasn’t going there. Not ever. They’d have to kill me first. 

“So, do you have anything to say before we pass sentence?” the arch-mage asked with her perpetual glower of condemnation.

I wanted to tell them to go blow each other and shove their stupid sentence right up their flabby collective asses, but I didn’t. ’Cause handcuffs. And exile. And friggin’ Tullianum. Also, the end of the known world, I guess. Couldn’t forget about that, much as I wanted to. I sighed, bottling that anger up for the time being, holding it for when I really needed its power. 

“Look,” I said evenly, lips curling down at the corners, “everyone in this room knows I wouldn’t be here if I had any other choice. Any. Other. Choice. And believe me, I’ve tried everything else I can think of. Every source I have has turned up all of jack-shit. Dead ends all around, and I’m playing against a shot clock, so I need this Guild and I specifically need information only you”—I nodded toward the arch-mage—“have.

“And I know you have it ’cause Fortuna, Lady-friggin’-Luck, told me. Straight from her mouth to my ear. So here I am, because I need you. But here’s the thing, you need me too. All of you need me. Sure, you can throw me into the Tullianum, and you know what? I’ll laugh my ass off as civilization crumbles and turns to dust, as the whole world turns into one giant hell no one can escape from. And it’ll be your fault, Borgstorm. That hell will be your legacy. So unless you give me a hand, you all can bend over and kiss your sanctimonious assess goodbye, comprende?”

I heard a round of barely muffled sniggers and a handful of outraged gasps from behind me, which quickly died as the arch-mage swept her icy glare around the room, staring down anyone who seemed to even think about making a peep. 

“Arch-Mage, get on with it already,” Black Jack said, uncrossing his arms. “You don’t want to see the world collapse and we reached a sentence yesterday. Everyone knows this is just a show to frighten the poor lad.” He paused and rubbed at his chin while he regarded me. “Obviously your tactic isn’t working, so let us dispense with the dramatics, yes?”

The arch-mage rounded on the man, eyes narrowed, hands planted on hips disapprovingly, annoyance peeking through a few small cracks in her normally unflappable exterior. 

“Enough, Elder Engelbrecht,” she said, a whip-crack of command. “Enough. I mean it. Take your seat and kindly keep your opinions to yourself or I will have Fist Leader Quinn remove you from these proceedings, Elder-mage or no.”

Jack grunted, folded his arms again, and shifted from foot to foot as though earnestly deciding whether or not to just walk out. But then, at last, he nodded and sat, a disgruntled frown stealing across his mouth.

“Now where was I?” she said, turning back to me. “Right, your sentence. Despite your numerous crimes, the Guild recognizes your long and distinguished service to our order. We also recognize the will of the Lady Wyrd regarding the delicate matter which you have described to us in detail. Thus, we have charitably decided to grant you a pardon. And do not forget it is charity.”

I snorted and rolled my eyes. Yeah, charity. Still, some unseen tension melted away from my shoulders at the words. 

“This charity, however, is conditional,” she said after a moment, which instantly tanked my sudden flood of relief. “Your fifty-year prison sentence will be commuted. You will serve out your time in mandatory service to the Guild. You will be readmitted to the Guild with good standing, but you will be stripped of rank and accolades. You will be admitted as a junior member and will serve as a probationary Judge until you prove yourself worthy and reliable of greater trust.”

“You can’t do this to me!” I hollered, bucking against my restraints, a thick vein pulsing in my neck. “This is bullshit! Slavery is what it is. Friggin’ slavery!”

She held up a single finger, face the definition of smug self-satisfaction. “That is where you’re wrong, because I most certainly can. Perhaps the Guild was content to let you roam for a time, but if I have taken anything away from this trial, it’s that you are too dangerous to let be. We made a mistake, letting you go your own way, but that is an error I am determined to rectify. The Guild watches over our own, and like it or not you belong to us. And you will be accountable to us.”

“If I say no?” I asked, body tense, nearly shaking. “If I call this bullshit for what it is and refuse to play along?”

 She leaned forward, elbows resting along her thighs. “Then—and please mark my words very carefully—I will bring every resource available to bear against you. The full weight of the Guild will crush you. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

“Crystal,” I replied through clenched teeth.

“Good. And to ensure your compliance toward these ends,” she continued, “you will be assigned to an active Judge, who will act as your case supervisor. Your case supervisor will shadow you. Will monitor you. Will report directly to me. And if you don’t toe the line—and I mean to the letter—I will issue a kill order, whether you’re the Hand of Fate or not. If you flee and fail to report in to your supervisor, I will issue a kill order. If you perform so much as a single unauthorized act of vigilantism, I will issue a kill order. Do you have any questions?” she asked, then gave a disapproving sniff.

I wanted to punch her in the teeth, but the thought of imminent death or worse kept my jaw clenched tight. Though barely.

“Excellent,” the arch-mage intoned. “Then please rise.” 

The guard standing next to me, a wiry guy with a lean build and a gaunt, over-serious face, roughly pulled me up from achy knees. She turned, starring Black Jack down. “Since you seem to be so invested in probationary Judge Lazarus, please escort him from this closed session and take him to meet his supervisory officer, Judge Drukiski. That will be all.”




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWO:
 

Probationary Matters
 

 
 

 Jack and I stepped out of the drafty, old repurposed chapel; a boxy single-story structure of weathered gray stone with a pointed steeple jabbing at the heavens like a bony finger. The sky overhead was gray and gloomy, fat with clouds which threatened rain. In my experience, the sky over the Guild headquarters always looked like that, though. England—despite being supremely badass and the birthplace of some pretty awesome stuff—has some spectacularly shitty weather.

 “I would say welcome back,” Jack said as we headed into the village proper, ambling along a cobblestone footpath that cut through a field of lush grass, neat and well maintained, “but I can’t imagine this was the welcome you were expecting. Chains, trials, threats of execution.” He shook his head as though he couldn’t believe what things had come to either. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about the sentence. A man should have the freedom to choose his own destiny, and I fought against it, but this isn’t the Guild you knew. 

“This thing”—he gestured toward the town, Moorchester, a swatch of wood-slated roofs peeking up from the rolling green hills below—“this thing we have worked so hard to build, it’s fallen far, my friend.” He sounded wistful, sad. “The Guild has never been perfect, but we haven’t been this divided since the Great War. There is a cancer working amongst our number, I think. Subverting our members. Fracturing our loyalties. The suspicion, the fear, the infighting—it will kill us if we don’t find a way to stop it. But I fear we are too weak to do what needs doing.” 

He lapsed into silence for a time, the crunch of gravel and stone loud beneath our feet. 

I regarded the village below us: a rustic town full of timeworn brick houses and quaint stone shops nestled deep, deep in the Gloucestershire boonies, ensuring there was never any unwanted foot traffic. The whole place looked like it belonged on some English travel brochure, but I knew damned well no outsider would ever accidentally find their way to this forgotten slice of England. Every building, every shop, every street was owned and operated by the Guild in one form or another, and only those in the know ever ventured here. 

We hit a curving blacktop road with an old gray stone wall running along either side, which led from the base of the hill housing the chapel and into the heart of the town. “What the hell is going on around here?” I finally asked. “Was I expecting a welcome home party, prodigal-son style? No. But this shit is crazy, Jack. Crazy. Those people in there wanted to crucify me. I think they would’ve if they could’ve gotten away with it.”

He shrugged, then seesawed his head from side to side while we walked. “When you left all those years ago, it had big repercussions. True, not many of the senior members stood for you when you proposed war against the Morrigan, but among the junior members you had more support than you might think. Much more. And that support swelled when our members started to vanish. Not a lot of members, understand, but more than we’d ever lost before. Taken. Casualties in a new, unspoken war.

“I imagine this will be of little comfort now, but you were right when you said other monsters would come for us. They did, a little at a time. Probing our limits, encroaching on territory the Guild has held for hundreds of years. As you can imagine, tensions escalated after that. Iron Stan pushed for more power to combat the new threats growing on every side. Junior members, discontent at their lack of a voice in Guild politics, started to make waves. Ugly times.” He waved a hand through the air, old history. 

“But then came that business with Randy Shelton and the Lich, Koschei,” he said. “Benjamin Altschuler’s grandson, kidnapped. Accusations of a mole in the upper ranks of the Guild. Maxim Kozlov, chair of the Junior Council, assassinated. Like the proverbial match in the powder-keg.” He threw up a hand, fingers spreading wide, mimicking an explosion. 

I sure as shit remembered Kozlov’s murder—I’d been the one to find him tied up to a chair, flayed alive. Talk about ugly times.

“The word traitor has been bandied around a lot since then,” Jack said, gazing vacantly off into the distance. “Even after James Sullivan brought Shelton in, things got worse, not better. The night before Shelton was to stand trial, he disappeared.” He snapped thick fingers, his knuckles scarred from countless brawls. 

Those scars were hard-earned, I knew. 

Before Black Jack had been elevated to the Elder Council, he’d been leader of the Fist—he’d been James’s boss once upon a time. Guy had more black-ops under his belt than any other mage alive. Rambo-style badass didn’t even begin to cover it, and with his general dislike for all things political, he was something of a role model for me. As much as a sixty-eight-year-old can have role models. 

“Gone, like that,” Jack continued, “and now James is missing. Working with Morrigan, according to you—who, only months ago, the Guild suspected of being the instrument in Kozlov’s demise.” He shrugged, then folded his hands behind his back, thick robes swishing as he moved. “In such an atmosphere, you can see why you might not be received with open arms, eh? I fear no one in the Guild is completely free from suspicion these days. To make matters worse, that suspicion is not unfounded.” His voice was now a whisper, near drowned out by the breeze. “It is distinctly possible a traitor still remains among our numbers.”

On the right, beside the stone wall edging the narrow asphalt road, was a graveyard—slabs of granite poking up from the green earth like blunt stone teeth. I’d buried more than a few friends in that field. Good men and women who’d paid the ultimate price in service to the Guild. Despite the fact that Ailia was still technically alive, she had a plot all her own there, complete with a headstone, though no body lay in the ground.

 No, her body was currently being worn around like a Halloween costume by the Morrigan—Irish goddess of war and badassery. In the Guild’s eyes, though, she was long gone. On principle, I’d never visited that damn plot. Felt too much like siding with the Guild highers. 

A cool breeze rose up from behind, washing over my neck, rustling tree branches and fluttering leaves. I shivered.

 “In some ways, your arrival is fortuitous for us, I suppose,” Jack said as we edged past the tombstone-filled field. “For too long these issues have been buried, hidden from the Guild by the Elder Council for the sake of political expediency, but now it is out in the open. People are talking and this is good, eh? A word of caution, though. If there is a traitor in our midst, they may not like you snooping around, so be on your toes. Ah, what am I saying? Of course you will be on your toes—no matter what sentence that cranky hag passed, you are Yancy Lazarus. Always on your toes.”

A squat building made of the same worn brick as the rest of the town, but with a massive dark sign reading The Twisted Oak in huge Old English lettering, loomed on our right. Big picture windows offered a glimpse of the cozy interior filled with a spattering of customers, some nursing drinks by the bar, a few hunched over tables, digging into world-class eats. George—a halfie, the son of a newt-faced Alp-luachra—was one helluva cook.

Scotch eggs. Steak and ale pie. Fish and chips. Bangers and mash. My stomach rumbled at the thought. Guess all that being-put-on-trial-for-your-life business can really work up an appetite.

“Here we are,” Black Jack said, dropping a broad hand onto my shoulder as we came to a halt. “Your new handler should be waiting for you in there, but this is as far as I go, I’m afraid. I’m not a great admirer of Judge Drukiski, myself, and I have far too much to do without enough hours in the day to do it all. There’s an old Swahili proverb, ‘to run is not necessarily to arrive’—I wish the rest of the Elder Council could learn the truth in that.” He frowned, eyes once again distant. 

“Anyway,” he said after a beat, “have a care, but know there are those who do support you, even if some don’t have the stones to do it openly. Good luck, boy, you’re going to need it.” He sighed, offered me a thin, tightlipped smile, then pulled open the heavy front door, ushering me through with one broad hand and a respectful dip of his head. 

I nodded my goodbye in return as I stepped into the pub, the door swinging shut behind me. I loitered for a time, watching Jack through a window set into the door as he ambled back up the path we’d come from. Good guy, Jack. Once his bulky frame disappeared around a bend in the road, I turned my attention to the pub goers. There weren’t many patrons, not unusual considering how small the town was, and my guess was that my new probation officer was the big ol’ son of a bitch nursing a beer in the corner by the bar.

A hulking thug who stood at six and a half feet tall. Guy looked like his father was a silverback gorilla and his mother a cement truck—all broad shoulders, sloped head, and meaty chest. The scowl marring his flat face told me this guy was gonna be a real joy to work with—a joy in the same way a root canal is. Thugzilla threw back his head and killed his drink, something dark and tasty-looking, before slamming the glass down on the hardwood bar and raising a hand for another. 

Hmm, any guy who could take a drink like that couldn’t be all bad. 

I flexed my hands, took a deep breath, and jerked my head left and right, cracking my neck and stretching tight muscles. Better to just head over there and get the shitty introductions out of the way. With a nod to myself, I sauntered toward him—only to stop short a moment later when a petite hand fell on my forearm.

“Excuse me,” said the owner of the hand. 

I turned and found a stout blonde, maybe 5'2" with a breezy bob cut framing a round face, smiling up at me. She wore a short-sleeved purple blouse with stylized flowers running along the bottom, professional black slacks, and practical black flats. She looked like the president of the League of Wisconsin Soccer Moms. 

“It’s alright, miss,” I said, pulling my arm from her grasp, “I’m here to meet a friend.” I nodded at Hulk-mania in the corner, who was now working on another drink. “So I don’t need a table. But thanks,” I added, not wanting to seem like a complete asshole. 

The woman playfully slapped at my shoulder. She was now staring at me expectantly, her head tilted to one side, her smile wider than ever, dimples blooming in her round cheeks. “Well of course you’re here to meet someone. Me, ya big goof. I’m Judge Drukiski, your new supervisor, and I’m just pleased as punch to meet you, Judge Lazarus.” 

My mouth fell open, leaving me momentarily speechless—something I have little experience with. “Wait,” I finally said, “you’re Judge Drukiski? But I thought …” I hooked a thumb toward the musclehead at the bar. 

She snorted. “Oh heavens no. That’s Roger. He works the grounds—tends to the lawn and the flowers. That kind of thing. A really sweet man, once you get past the gruff outside. I bet that’s the same with you.” She gave me another playful punch.

I immediately understood Black Jack’s dislike of Judge Drukiski. “Think I need to sit,” I muttered, my legs wobbling beneath me. 

“Sure, sure,” she said, nodding enthusiastically. “I’m right over here.” She slid her arm through mine and led—maybe dragged is the better word—me over to a round, dark wood table on the right. Carefully, she helped me into a seat, before swishing over to the chair adjacent to mine. 

I sat there, feeling nine kinds of hungover and sick to my stomach as I eyeballed her from head to toe. 

No, this couldn’t be right. Couldn’t.

She looked so, so un-Judge like. If I had to put an age on her—which can be tough with magi, since time doesn’t affect us the way it does Rubes—I’d say she looked early thirties, which meant she couldn’t have been more than mid-forties. Compared to me, creeping up on seventy, she was a kid. A kid who looked better suited to towing around a couple of middle schoolers in a minivan. 

Dammit. This couldn’t be right. 

A joke maybe? 

Had to be a joke. A bad one.

“You’re Judge Drukiski. You’re my new probation officer?” I tried to keep the utter disbelief from showing on my face or from stealing into my words, but even in my own ears I could hear the doubt blast through like an obnoxious novelty car horn.

“That’s right,” she replied, folding her hands patiently, “Judge Darlene Drukiski. And let me just say what an honor it is to be working with you. The stories they still tell about you in the academy.” She smiled bashfully, face scrunching up as she shook her head. “Well, let’s just say I’m so excited to be assigned to your case. So, so excited.” She was damn near bouncing in her seat with enthusiasm.

I placed one hand on the tabletop, fingers drumming on the wood as I thought. “And you’re a field operative?” I finally asked, this time not bothering to mask my concern or outright skepticism. “Like an operative who goes into the field. Not a desk worker.”

“Well ...,” she said, a hint of red creeping into her cheeks as she trailed off. “Technically, yes. I’ve passed all the basic training classes—per the operational manual, section seventeen, subsection three, paragraph B through G—so I am qualified for this assignment.”

I ceased my restless tapping and carefully spread my hands out on the tabletop. “Right, so you’re qualified, but, just so we’re totally clear, you’ve never been on an actual assignment. Like in the field and not as part of some training project.” 

She hesitated. “No, not yet,” she conceded. “But everyone has to have their first mission at some point, silly. Even you were new once. And I’m ready for this. I’ve been begging for a field assignment for ages.” She beamed with even more manic, bubbly enthusiasm. A truly sickening sight. She was like a kid preparing to go on a field trip to the zoo for the first time. But what she didn’t realize was the zoo was actually more like a jungle, one filled with wild, bloodthirsty animals juggling machine guns and chainsaws.

I offered her what I hoped was a reassuring smile—she was, after all, my new boss. A boss with the power to file a report and have me summarily executed. Inside, though, I wanted to flip the table and burn the pub to the ground. “So,” I said, “if you’ve never gone on a field assignment before, what exactly do you do with the Judges Office? And try to be specific here.”

“Why, I’m the assistant chief clerical supervisory agent in the Judges Office.” She swelled with pride as the title fell from her lips, then playfully slapped at my arm. “Moved to the top of my division after only six years in service.”

I groaned, slumped back in my seat, and shot an arm up into the air, signaling the bartender. “A bourbon, neat,” I called, before dropping my hand back to the table. 

This was way worse than getting paired with some muscle-head enforcer with bad BO, constantly breathing down my neck while he cracked his knuckles. 

A gajillion times worse. 

Though most Judges in the Judges Office were actual operatives—investigating crimes, ferreting out bad guys, occasionally meting out Guild-sanctioned justice—there were a handful responsible for nothing but supervising. Glorified desk jockeys who knew the standard operations manuals inside and out, but absolutely nothing else. Judges, only in the most generous sense of the word, responsible for filing reports, organizing bar graphs, and reporting mission details to the brass above. Rule Nazis.

They’d paired me with a bureaucrat. 

One so wet behind the ears, she might as well have just climbed out of the shower. 

As the assistant chief clerk in the Judges Office, there could be no doubt that she was queen of the Rule Nazis. Well, Assistant Queen, I guess.

Obviously, the arch-mage had no choice but to let me off the hook, but this move was as obvious as a neon sign: the arch-mage was setting me up to fail. Sweet as this Judge Drukiski seemed—and she seemed sweet as a vanilla latte with gobs of whipped cream on top—having her in the field was a death sentence. There was no way I could possibly succeed, especially not if this lady was constantly quoting the operations manual at me every time I made a move.

“Alright,” she said cheerfully, rubbing her hands together, ignorant to my total despair, “let’s get started on these case details.” She pulled a manila envelope from an oversized purple purse and set it on the table. “So exciting,” she offered with an eye-narrowing grin. “The arch-mage fully briefed me on our mission. I have all the details you asked for right here.” She patted the folder like it was a newborn kitten. “For some reason, the arch-mage wants to limit her contact with you, so I’ll be the go-between from here on out.” 

She shrugged as though to say how strange.

Wasn’t strange to me. I knew exactly why the arch-mage wanted to limit her contact with me: I was liable to blast her into the sun with a conjured javelin of force for being a scheming, conniving, backstabbing assbasket. 

The waitress—an older gal with drooping cheeks and black hair tied back in a ponytail—dropped off my bourbon a second later. Her name was Julie, I think, and if I remembered correctly, she was a no-shit scion of Freyr the Green Man. Poor gal was in what basically amounted to witness protection after rolling over on some shiesty movers and shakers in the upper echelons of the Spring Court.

 “Would you like to order anything to eat before we jump in?” Drukiski asked me as she opened the folder.

I frowned and shook my head. “Lost my appetite,” I said before taking a huge pull of my drink, which burned its way down my esophagus and landed in my belly like napalm. I grunted. At least the whiskey was good. “This shit-show isn’t gonna fix itself,” I muttered. “Let’s see what you’ve got for us.” I nodded toward the case dossier.




 

 

 

 

 

 

THREE:
 

Nightmares
 

 
 

I lay on a narrow twin bed, the mattress hard and squeaky beneath me, as I stared up at the ceiling overhead. Not exactly the Ritz, and I knew the Guild had nicer digs than this available, but apparently the arch-mage had hand-selected my temporary
accommodations.
Honest to God, the prison cell I’d been held in before my trial was only a step below this claustrophobic broom closet they called a guest room. Cold stone floors. Leaky ceiling. A roll away cot, made circa 1912, with a scratchy wool blanket.

Worse, I didn’t even have privacy. 

The Guild had kindly offered me a rustic storage cupboard, and outside my door was an actual guestroom. Naturally, my new pal, Judge Darlene Drukiski, was snoozing there. Making sure I didn’t sneak away in the night like some gangly teenager determined to meet his equally awkward girlfriend.

I grunted and tried to push my bitterness and anger away as my thoughts wandered to the case details my new probation officer had offered me, courtesy of Arch-Mage Borgstorm. The information I needed—specifically the location of Luang Phor Ong, the Fourth Seal Bearer—was thin at best. And when I say thin, I’m talking thin as a sheet of notebook paper. Literally. The dossier with the case details contained a single sheet of legal paper, yellow and lined, with a hand-scrawled name, Abbot Sodh, and an address for a Buddhist temple over in the Hub. 

Hardly worth all the bullshit I’d waded through to get that little tidbit of information. Friggin’ Guild. No, not the Guild, this was the arch-mage’s doing. I shouldn’t have expected anything else from her though. She was as shrewd and political as they came, and she never passed up an opportunity to gain some new leverage. There was never a free lunch with her. 

Still, the address was something, which was a damn bit more than I’d turned up on my own. And, irritated as I was, I did need to get to that damn seal, since the asshole pulling the strings had plans to use the Fourth Seal—coupled with a manufactured disease known as the Wendigo virus—to create a global pandemic. By combining the Fourth Seal with the virus the Big Bad could make a completely loyal army of the near-dead. 

I’d seen a glimpse of that nightmare future, and it was about as pretty as the inside of a construction site porta john. As if humanity didn’t have enough to worry about without throwing a seething horde of friggin’ zombies into the mix.

I breathed out and closed my eyes for what felt like only a heartbeat.

When I opened them again, however, I was no longer gazing up at the leaky ceiling of my undersized room. Instead, I stood on a narrow street, lined on either side by two-story buildings and lit with the yellow glow of evenly spaced street lamps and neon signs in a riot of hues: sapphire blue, fallout green, look-at-me red. Most of the buildings had balconies jutting out over the wide sidewalks, which were filled with umbrella covered tables, all absent of guests. 

Bourbon Street, smack dab in the New Orleans French Quarter. Except it was quiet, still, and lifeless—a thing which could never be said of the real Bourbon Street.

I was dreaming … Well, not dreaming exactly, but something close enough that it made little difference. 

This was my brainscape, a metaphysical representation of my psyche, which naturally resembled the Big Easy, with its hot, muggy nights, over-the-top eats, and outta-this-world music scene. Here I was at home. Here I was safe and the aches and pains of real life were distant memories, hazy and faded at the edges. The air filled with the scent of slow-roasted pork—tangy, smoky, sweet—while licks of gritty blues swirled around me, thick as cigar smoke. 

A bass drum pumped, thud, thud, thud, like some underground heart; the ghost of an alto sax blared and wailed; the tinkle of black and whites lit up the night like a friendly laugh.

I knew the song: a slow, gritty version of the Blues Brothers “Riot in Cell Block Nine.” I’d been playing this same song the first time I’d met Ailia. Years and years ago, that’d been, back when I’d been doing rhythm guitar for a mostly good-natured blues crew of halfies called The Uprightmen. Ailia had been occupying my thoughts a lot these days; pretty natural, considering I was hunting the friggin’ Morrigan who currently wore her face and body like a flesh-mask. 

“Stray thoughts are dangerous here, Yancy,” came a voice from behind me. My voice to be precise. “Don’t know how many times we have to go over that before it sinks in.” I glanced left, watching a dark figure, bathed in weak light from one of the hanging lanterns near a brick-fronted eatery, saunter toward me. He held a stout glass of scotch in either hand; a fat cigar hung from the corner of his mouth. 

He extended one turquoise-tinged hand, offering me the second glass as he drew near me. 

I took it with a thankful grunt and a nod, then pulled a long slug as I regarded the man. Cassius Aquinas. An Undine—a creature of water and spirit, permanently grafted into a piece of my soul. He was the very embodiment of my subconscious mind. 

I’d saved the shifty bastard way back while working an off-the-books job for one of the high lords of Glimmer-Tir, the home of the Summer Fae. Our strange living arrangement was never meant to be a long-term thing, but needless to say things hadn’t quite worked out as planned, since I was still hauling his watery ass around inside my head. Considering all the other poor life decisions I’ve made, however, this one worked out pretty well in retrospect. 

Guy was crazy helpful, like a DVR for my life—enabling me to remember things I’d forgotten, pointing out details my waking mind might overlook, helping me to find connections the more rational part of my brain would never make. And since that asshole demon Azazel the Purros moved in, he’d stepped up his game big time. Now, he acted as my inner warden, working his ass off to keep Azazel from jumping into the driver’s seat.

Ignoring the blue skin, he looked just like me: an average guy of maybe forty with short-cropped, dark hair and an unremarkable height and build. Usually, Cassius dressed a helluva lot better than me—silk pajamas or fancy Italian suits, for example, to my jeans and T-shirt combo—but not so much these days. Nope, these days he’d traded in his lounge wear for something a bit more practical: Night-dark BDUs with heavy-duty tactical riot gear strapped in place. 

Instead of having “POLICE” stenciled across the chest, though, he had “WARDEN” written in glowing letters the color of hot coals. More glowing runes and sigils, each offering a small inferno of light, ran over his shoulder pads, forearm protectors, and down his shin guards. The runes pulsed in time to the beating of his heart. A tactical shotgun, glowing with spectral-green light, was slung across his back, while an otherworldly handgun—an ethereal mirror of my own Frankenstein pistol—sat in a holster on his hip. 

On the opposite hip was a K-Bar, also like the one I wore on assignment or, you know, whenever—because let’s face it, you never know when you’re gonna need to shank someone in the kidney.

The change in clothing wasn’t the only difference, either. He also looked tired and too thin, which was new. His face was pale, almost gaunt, with pronounced purple bags under his seaweed colored eyes. Somehow, he seemed less substantial than his usual self. 

He pulled the thick cigar from his mouth and drained his drink, which miraculously refilled as he lowered it from his lips. In this place, thought was as powerful as the Vis; you could conjure anything with a flick of the wrist and a glimmer of creativity. “Ready for the nightly tour?” he asked, before shoving the cigar back in place, inhaling deeply.

I nodded.

“Alright, let’s do this thing.” He placed one hand on my shoulder, fingers digging down, then wheeled around, dragging me with him. 

With a single step, we shifted, leaving behind the comfort of the French Quarter, manifesting before a chain-link fence with curled rows of military-grade razor wire— concertina wire—running along the top and bottom. Brass and silver placards dotted the fence at twenty foot intervals, each bearing a glimmering containment seal, meant to hold even the most stalwart demonic beings in check.

On the other side of the fence loomed the Dome.

A half-oval, big as a McMansion, protruding from the ground, surrounded on all sides by fencing and swamplands. That swamp was as nasty as a Bangkok gutter. Damp, muggy, and chock-full of brackish bog water teeming with mean ol’ crocodiles, sink pits, and poisonous mosquitos. Defenses in case Azazel breached the prison walls. Far behind us, like the glimmer of a mirage on the horizon, lay the bright, happy lights of Bourbon Street, tucked as far away from this god-awful place as possible. 

Most of the dome was hidden by the night, wrapped in deep shadow, but swatches of the structure were occasionally illuminated by sweeping spotlights, perched on watch towers ringing the perimeter. Seen under the light of the sun, the dome would’ve looked like a metallic golf ball stranded in the high grass. Thick steel plates, covered in even more containment wards—green neon lights shimmering in the night—made up most of the structure.

Huge slabs of spiky, volcanic rock made up the rest of the structure, breaking through in places like jagged stone teeth biting into a tin can. The earthen spikes weren’t my doing, nor Cassius’s. Azazel was responsible for those nasty sons of bitches. Evidence of his attempts to breach the perimeter and escape. There were more spikes today than there’d been yesterday.

I grunted and nodded at the dark chunks of stone peeking through the building’s exterior. “When did that happen?”

“During your trial,” Cassius replied. “Every time you get pissed, his attacks get worse. More powerful each day.” He pulled the cigar from his teeth and frowned at the prison, eyes squinted against the night. “Bastard wrecked the inner wall. I’ve barely been able to contain the damage, and don’t even get me started on repairs.” He shook his head, then spat on the soggy dirt in disgust.

“That bad?” I asked, crossing my arms and rocking back on my heels.

“Worse than you’re thinking,” he replied stoically, which was as out of character for Cassius as the BDUs and riot gear. “And then there’s the seepage …” He trailed off, taking another deep puff on his cigar. “Maybe we’ve got Azazel under wraps, but his power, it’s like radiation. Bleeds through the walls, into the ground, the water. I don’t know how to stop it. Not sure we can stop it, not completely.” He shrugged, damned if you do, damned if you don’t.

“Can I talk to him?” 

“You really think that’s the smartest thing to do?” he replied. “After what happened last time?” He stole a look at a huge patch of swamp to the right, which now resembled a char-blackened tar pit. Yeah, turns out ol’ Azazel isn’t so great with temper control, and he could exploit even a small lapse in defense—evidenced by the fact that he’d tried to melt Cassius into a puddle of goop. 

I sighed. “Obviously talking to this guy isn’t a smart move”—I rubbed at the back of my neck, trying to ease the headache building in my skull—“but no one’s ever accused us of being smart, right? And besides, you said it yourself, we’re not gonna be able to contain him forever. Eventually, that bastard in there”—I jabbed a finger at the dome—“is gonna find a way out, and when he does, I don’t wanna see you destroyed. Maybe there’s some way to work with that thing.”

“Let me just stop you right there,” Cassius said, holding up one hand, palm out. “There’s no way to work with something like that. None. Zero. He’s a demon, Yancy. I know you don’t see most things in black and white—a fact which I’m grateful for, truly—but this … Well, this is black and white. Demons don’t change. They don’t compromise. They don’t play nice, and if you give that scary prick an inch, he will—”

“Take a mile,” I finished.

“No,” Cassius replied. “He’ll flay your soul, lock you in a pit you’ll never climb out of, and run around in your body, just like the Morrigan did with Ailia. Don’t screw around with this monster.”

I nodded my understanding. “I still need to try. No decision is worse than a bad one. And like it or not, that guy isn’t going anywhere, so we need to make some sort of game plan. Open the gates.” I twirled my hand, let’s get it over with. 

Cassius sighed long and deep, hefted his glass and killed another shot, then nodded toward the guard tower on the left. A moment later, there was a rumble and a groan as the chain-link fence retracted, pulling left, wheels crunching over gravel. 

“Fine,” he said once the gate came to a screechy halt, “but I’m going on record. This is a bad idea.” With that, he set off, clomping forward in his riot gear, making for a hulking door, nearly invisible, set into the side of the dome. 

To be honest, the entryway looked less like a standard door and more like the cover to a bank vault: a giant sewer lid flipped on its side and jammed into the prison wall. A ginormous fifty-ton monstrosity with a hand wheel protruding from the center. Steel bolts, thick as my arm, jutted out in every direction—each covered with ever more containment wards. To the left of the hand wheel was a steel plate the size of a pizza box, which opened a window into the dome’s interior. 

After I fiddled with the elaborate locks and wards securing the window cover in place, the steel plate swung out on silent hinges. Inside was black, dark as the bottom of the ocean at midnight, but words drifted to my ears in a heartbeat.

“I knew you couldn’t stay away forever.” The voice was deep, primal. The rumble of an earthquake. A voice built for solitude and unaccustomed to speech of any kind. “It isn’t in your nature.” A pause. “Too curious.” Light bloomed in the window, a brilliant pulse of deep purple, which momentarily blinded me, before finally fading to a dull amber stained with streaks of violet, offering me a clear view of my unwelcome visitor: 

A hulking figure, lounging against the far wall. 

I’ve heard some fallen angels are beautiful, swoon-worthy even—the stuff of romantic dreams. Azazel? Yeah, not so much. Red skin like the blistered flesh of a burn victim covered a frame deformed with thick muscle. Splashed across his body were profane tattoos, deep gouges that bit through the skin and bled light the color of a toxic waste spill. All those markings hurt to look at—they seemed to slither and writhe when seen from the corner of the eye. Made me queasy.

I’ve studied damned near every arcane text on the market—the Liber Juatus, the Sefer Raziel Ha-Malakh Liber Razielis Archangeli, the Picatrix, the Book of Abra-Melin the Mage, the Clavis Salomonis—but none of those glyphs made sense to me. Except for the one glowing on his forehead: A strange diamond, slashed through its center with a jagged line. That one, at least, I knew. 

Azazel’s demonic sigil. 

These days, when I looked in the mirror, I’d occasionally see the ghostly outline of that mark burning on my own forehead. 

Azazel stared at me with purple eyes set into a flat, disfigured face—his mouth a cruel gash filled with ripping teeth. Huge curling horns jutted from his brow, bobbing up and down as he absently nodded his head like he was listening to some unheard song. His feet—black hooves, attached to double-jointed knees—stretched out before him as though he were relaxing at the beach instead of stuck in some dank cell, locked in the back of my mind. 

“The curious ones never make it long.” He grunted and casually held up one hand, examining the obsidian talons tipping each finger. 

“Aren’t you supposed to seduce me or something?” I asked. “I thought demons were supposed to trick you into giving up control.”

“Some,” he replied with an indifferent shrug, “but not me. Vetis or Asmodeus, maybe. Balban, Mammon, Naamah—all tempters in their own right.” He shook his head, horns whooshing through the air. “But not me.” He looked away from me, up toward the ceiling as though there were answers contained in the dark. “You mortals assume demons are the same, but, in our way, we are as different as one human from another. Some idealists. Others greedy. Greedy for power or sex or money. A few noble. Good even.” 

A hush fell over the air, profound and heavy. It was a silence that pleaded to be broken, pleaded for me to ask a question. And you? What kind of demon are you? 

I didn’t want to, but that quiet seemed almost alive, and before I could stop myself the question came rolling off my tongue.

Azazel refocused his gaze on me, a harsh and hungry smile breaking across his face as though he had expected nothing else. His wings, previously folded behind his back, shot out to either side. Scaly things of gristle and sinew; reptilian appendages without a feather in sight. “I,” he said, his voice a growl, “am a conqueror. Lord of war, of chaos, of hate and rage. I live inside every heart”—he thrust out a finger toward me—“yours most of all. I need not seduce you, because I am you and you are me.

“This place”—he swept out his arm, gesturing toward the prison—“cannot contain me. Every time the fire of hate kindles in your belly, every time you use your power in rage, I am there. I am Lord of Dark Magicks and already you draw on me without noticing. The Nox already burns in you. It is only a matter of time before these walls break and then I will reign. Only a matter of time.” His lips pulled up in a snarl and then he was moving. A blur of wings and legs and claws, flashing across the prison before I could even think about responding.

“Now, though,” he said, “it is time to wake. Danger comes and we can’t have you dying before I’m done with you.” A brilliant blast of purple light filled my eyes as his hand shot through the boxy window in the door. Pain erupted in my head as one of his long talons flicked across my forehead, biting into the skin like a razor blade. 

Then I was falling, hand groping at my face while I tumbled through the dark, fingers tracing out the crude symbol on my head.

A diamond, slashed through its center with a jagged line.

“You belong to me …” The words, an echoing quake, chased me into the black. 




 

 

 

 

 

 

FOUR:
 

Shadow Wargs
 

 
 

 I blinked bleary eyes open as my hand flew to my forehead, shaky fingers urgently brushing over the skin, now wet and sticky. Sweat maybe? I pushed myself up onto my elbows and regarded my fingers, slick and wet. Even in the weak moonlight, shining in through a tiny window on the far wall, I could see the red stain coating the tips. But the skin beneath was unbroken, Azazel’s demonic sigil disappeared back into my imagination. I took a few deep, calming breaths, trying to slow the terrible thudding in my chest, my heart pounding against my rib cage as I stared at the blood. 

Definitely more than a dream. 

Cassius had been right—talking to that asswad demon had been a mistake. One I wouldn’t make again. 

 I sighed and flopped back down, my breathing leveling out, the slight tremble in my hands fading away. More than a dream, but over now. Still, the demonic fiend’s final words played over and over in my mind—a track stuck on repeat. “Danger comes … Danger comes … Danger comes …” 

The hell was that supposed to mean?


I wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter now. Probably just some friggin’ head game, designed to drag me back to his cell for more answers. Screw that jazz. He could rot in that damn hole until the world imploded or mankind was finally eradicated by an army of tyrannical, laser-wielding monkeys riding cyborg dinosaurs. Or whatever. Though personally, I’ve got my money on the crazy monkey-dinosaur apocalypse thing.

I took a deep breath and rolled onto my side, determined not to let that bastard cost me another wink of sleep. Rest is a precious thing and when the shit hits the fan, being at your best can be the difference between spinning along for another day on this merry mudball we call Earth and having your corpse force-fed into a wood chipper. Never much been a fan of wood chippers, myself. I wriggled my head deeper into the lumpy pillow, trying to get comfortable. 

I stopped wiggling when I saw the eyes staring at me from a pocket of deep shadow in the corner of my room. 

Electric-blue pinpricks of light, sitting above a compact lupine muzzle. 

Well shit. That couldn’t be good. 

I wore a pair of boxers and an undershirt, but nothing else. Thankfully, I believe paranoia is a valuable survival skill, so I did have my monster killing pistol tucked under my pillow. With an effort of will I forced my eyes shut—didn’t want to tip my hand prematurely—while slowly inching my palm toward the pistol grip. It only took a few heartbeats, but those heartbeats seemed to stretch and drag on forever. 

And having my eyes closed made every terrible moment worse. I could easily imagine the thing from the shadows creeping toward me, jaws widening, claws flexing, preparing to rip my face off and turn my skin into a set of beer cozies. 

I shoved away the fear and worry burrowing into my gut as my hand slid around the cool pistol grip—those emotions were luxuries I couldn’t afford. Not now. Now, I needed focus and a clear head. Simultaneously, I fought my way free from the haze of sleep still lingering in my head as I opened myself to the Vis, tapping into the deep and violent ocean of power undergirding Creation. I exhaled weariness and unease through my nose and inhaled life and power and crushing strength.

When I flicked my eyes open a second later I found the creature only a handful of feet away from me, its wolf-like body padding closer one stealthy step at a time. Pitch-black skin the texture of wet tar covered ropy muscle and sinew. Flickering shadow—emitting a faint, spectral blue light—rose from its body like steam, wavering and dancing. A mane of coarse ebony hair bordered its ass-ugly face and it moved with the deliberate pace of a lion stalking some lesser prey. 

Now that it had fully emerged from the pool of inky black shadow, I knew exactly what I was dealing with: A Gwyllgi. A demonic, shade-walking doom-warg, native to the British Isles, who had a lot of unfortunate abilities—like walking through walls, for example. A large pack called Moorchester home, constantly roaming the premises. Always watching from within the shadows where they made their dens. Hiding. Stalking. Preying. Invisible until they burst from the murk and ripped your friggin’ throat out. 

 Except, these things were supposed to be the good guys, the hidden sentries working for team magi. If this shadowy death hound was stalking me, however, something had gone terribly, terribly wrong—like pretty much everything else in my entire life. My best guess was someone within the Guild didn’t like having me back in the fold and had circumvented the good ol’ justice system by, well … you know, releasing the hounds, which is a phrase you never, ever want to hear. 

“Bad dog,” I whispered as I cocked my head away from the pillow and squeezed the trigger of my hand cannon a trio of times, the clack-clack-clack not much louder than a string of popping Black Cats. My pistol was a specialty item: .44 Magnum, dark hammer-forged steel, six-inch barrel, etched with runes and mystic symbols swirling and twisting with artful flourishes. Almost no recoil on that bad boy, and, thankfully, it had the Vis-equivalent of a suppressor, so it didn’t blow out my eardrum, which was a huge bonus.

The pillow exploded in a cloud of white fluff and the encroaching wolf staggered, swaying left, then right, as the rounds pounded into black-tar skin. Huge softball-sized holes of ass-kickery bloomed like flowers in its chest and trunk. Still, though, the hound somehow stayed on its feet. Well, its paws, if you want to get technical.

I swallowed, a deep gulp, then sighed as I watched writhing tendrils of shadow crawl over the wounds, leaving unmarred flesh behind. Sometimes life is so incredibly, ridiculously unfair. The beast leaned its head to the side, dark lips pulling back from a monstrous set of ebony fangs, which looked better suited to a friggin’ crocodile than a dog—

Worse, another pair of electric-blue eyes now coldly regarded me from the dark, a deep rumbling growl building in the air.

“Shit,” I said as the first hound threw itself forward, gliding toward me like a linebacker coming in for the sack. Assuming, of course, that linebackers could walk through shadow and take your head off with the cruel efficiency of a buzz saw.

I rolled right, pistol clenched in one fist, and dropped from the bed and onto the floor with a thud just as the Gwyllgi smashed into the mattress. I thrust out my left hand, palm up: a silver javelin of force—thin veins of purple staining the construct—burst free, slamming into the hound’s furry underside. The battering ram of Vis drove the beast high into the air, smashing it broadside into a wooden rafter with backbreaking force. 

A thunderclap of cracking lumber reverberated through the room as dust and grime swirled and twirled, raining to the floor. Then—because what goes up generally comes down—the bastard dog fell straight toward me. A couple hundred pounds of bulky hound plummeting like a stone.

A polite knock caught my ear. “Mage Lazarus?” came Judge Drukiski’s voice, muffled by the thick wooden door between us. “Hate to be nosey, but it sounds like things are … Well, not okay in there. Can I come in?”

“Not a good time,” I yelled while rolling away from the bed, away from the tumbling Gwyllgi, and right into the meaty paws of the second hound. “Busy. Give me five minutes!” I shouted.

The second shadow-warg—let’s call him Fido—now towering over me, struck like a pit viper, and it was all I could do to get my arm up before the creature ripped my throat out. Unfortunately, I wasn’t sporting my badass slash-resistant jacket, which meant zero protection for my vulnerable forearm. Teeth sunk deep into my flesh; an army of jagged knives sliced through tender skin and into the muscle below. 

A lightning strike of pain burst from the wound, riding through my body like a rodeo clown impaled on the horns of a rampaging bull, momentarily making thought impossible. Some deep part of me knew I needed to do something, anything, but trying to hold onto a thought was like trying to put out a forest fire with my bare hands: impossible and horrendously painful.

“Please stand away from the door, Mage Lazarus, I’m coming in,” came a polite, but firm, reply. The door handle rattled as she wiggled the key into the lock and tried to work the thing open. Lady would only get in the way, maybe even get herself killed, but I was in no position to worry about her untimely intervention. Right now, I needed to worry about surviving the next thirty seconds.

Any thought of the worthless Judge fled as the asshole Fido began shaking its massive head back and forth, jaws crunching down, threatening to break the bone or tear my arm off at the elbow. Adrenaline and survival instinct kicked in; muscle memory, built from a thousand fights, co-opted the controls, pushing the sheer agony to the back of my mind and lending me renewed focus. Muscle memory wasn’t the only thing to rear its head, though. Something else, red and hungry, burbled up like a geyser: anger. 

Blood boiling, mind-numbing, skull-shattering rage. 

Some dark beast crept forth from my center, a black, burning entity extending fiery tentacles of hate through my body. Suddenly, all I wanted was to break bones and smash faces, to slay bodies by the dozens, then set this whole friggin’ cottage ablaze—just to watch it burn while I danced a victory jig around the smoldering ruins.

The door jiggled again: Judge Drukiski having trouble with the lock, which pissed me off further. True, the door was an old, creaky bastard with a helluva tricky lock—a rusty contraption obviously made by blind, unskilled monks during the Dark Ages—but that knowledge did little to appease me. All I could think about was the gall of the Guild to shackle me with some incompetent paper pusher who couldn’t even get a friggin’ door open! Why the hell didn’t she just blast the damn thing off the hinges?! 

Timid incompetence, that’s why.

This was the lady I’d have to lug around with me while neck deep in the most dangerous job I’d ever worked? Utter bullshit. Her presence as my babysitter felt like a baseball bat slammed into my guts.

With that red rage pulsing in me, I turned my attention back to the Gwyllgi towering over me. 

A snarl tore across my face as I used my mauled arm—still firmly lodged in the hound’s jaws—to hoist my body from the floor, drawing in toward Fido. With my free hand, I brought the pistol up to wolfie’s temple and pumped out the last three rounds in quick succession at point-blank range. Maybe these things could shrug off a couple hits to the torso and body, but getting blasted in the head sucks. Period. End of story. 

And before you ask why I didn’t just shoot the first one in the head—head shots are hard, okay? Especially when you’re firing in a poorly lit room, with your pistol tucked beneath your pillow.

Fido’s head jerked left, chunks of skull and a spray of inky blood splattering the far wall as its jaws eased open, fangs sliding from my skin, which was almost as bad as having them bite down in the first place. As its maw finally opened all the way, I ripped my arm free, pulling the mangled limb to my chest, cradling it against my body, dark crimson staining my shirt, trickling off my fingertips and onto the floor in a steady drip. I glanced down during the brief reprieve and winced. 

Wonderful. That arm was now effectively useless—not to mention throbbing with agonizing, bone-splintering levels of pain. 

I dismissed the wound, using the Vis to draw in bedrock strength from the earth below—temporarily dulling my senses—then dropped my spent pistol. Without rounds, the gun was about as useless as that friggin’ Judge who, for the record, still hadn’t managed to get the door open … 

Then, I brought my right hand to bear:

A bar of light, white and bright as the sun, ripped free from my palm, smashed into the drunkenly reeling Fido, carved a hole through its barrel-chest, then blasted out one of its rear legs. The spear of light—a powerful mix of ambient heat and braids of air—faded and died before it could punch a hole in the wall, though it did leave a brilliant purple afterimage in its wake. 

Fido fell back in a stumbling retreat—bastard was getting ready to turn tail and boogie. I glanced down at my left arm, peppered with ugly puncture wounds and deep, ragged gashes, and the rage flared bright and hot in my chest. Oh no. Oh hell no. Nope to the millionth degree. I wasn’t ready to let this piece of shit limp away to lick its wounds, not after savaging my friggin’ arm.

I conjured an orb of flame above my good hand—the shimmering ball shifting from red to gold to orange before finally settling on a deep violet the color of a fresh bruise. The hound tottered back into the shadows on unsteady legs, its blue eyes locked on the flickering ball of shadow suspended above my palm. I wasn’t sure if Gwyllgi were intelligent enough to be afraid, but this one sure looked the part. And it had every right to be scared. 

The floating orb, burning with cool purple light, was no regular construct. 

Seepage. That was the word Cassius had used. Seepage, like radiation, bleeding through the walls of Azazel’s prison, contaminating everything. There was another word for it, though. Nox. 

Once, what felt like a friggin’ lifetime ago, I’d fought an Indian horror called a Daitya—a subclass of demonic giant, banished from the material plane by God above for staging unholy war against mankind. During our spat, that ugly, four-armed freak had done something I’d never seen before. He’d unraveled a Vis construct with some sort of anti-Vis. Terrifying, confusing shit, believe you me.

That force? That anti-Vis? Nox.

If Vis is the power undergirding creation, order, and reality, Nox is the power undergirding unCreation: Destruction. Entropy. Chaos. Death. A dark energy, opposed to life. Demonic power—extraordinarily rare and strictly off-limits to mortal men and women. Even magi. Except now I was something a little more than human. Or maybe a little less. 

As a Seal Bearer, with an honest-to-goodness demon cooling his cloven heels in my skull, Nox was leaking into everything I did. Into every working. Sometimes just a little—the continuous drip from a faulty faucet—sometimes a river, but always present. Nox was a freshly spilled oil slick, staining every working with a thin sheen of fetid corruption and death. Amping up every construct like a line of coke. Scratch that, like a brick of coke, a fifth of Jack, and a needle full of steroids.

The ball of glowing purple, lingering above my hand, was damn near pure Nox, blindly conjured in my rage against the shadow-warg. A mistake, but it’d be a helluva shame to watch that power go to waste.

With a lopsided smile I cast the deadly working into the gaping chest cavity I’d carved open with my light javelin. The ball of not-flame disappeared into Fido’s shadowy body, though I could see it faintly throbbing and pulsing through the creature’s dark flesh. “Eat shit and die,” I whispered with a scowl, throwing open my hand, unleashing the stored up energy currently bound by my will. 

The Gwyllgi whimpered, a puppy enduring a kick to the ribs, then crumpled inward. 

Bones shattered like shotgun blasts. Inky skin cracked and split. Its whole frame shrunk and diminished, folding ever inward on itself, eaten from the inside out by a monster even worse than itself. Nox wasn’t an additive force, it brought nothing to the table: rather it consumed, drawing its strength from the Vim, the life force stored in living things, meting out death and destruction without remorse.

The beast continued to twist and distort, to writhe in agony, drawing more tightly into itself, until only the purple orb remained, hanging lazily in the air, shimmering with unholy life before popping with a flash and a small whoomp of displaced air. Gone. Vanished. And Fido with it. No sign the creature had ever been here, save for its handiwork adorning my forearm. 

 A moment later the door to my room finally gave way, swinging open to reveal Judge Drukiski in a plaid nightgown—checkered in red, green, and blue—a tangle of unruly, sleep-tossed hair framing a confused face.

 “What in the heck is going on …,” she began, the words fading away as she regarded the destruction around the room and the remaining shadow-wolf pulling itself from the floor near my demolished bed. “Oh. Oh my word,” she finished. Then, she slowly and deliberately shuffled away from the monstrous hound rounding on her. The shadow-warg, sensing a weak and easy kill, ghosted silently toward her, matching her step for step, its fangs bared in a rictus of hunger.

“Don’t move,” I whispered, pitching my voice just loud enough for her to hear. 

She whimpered, eyes wide, and nodded her head a fraction of an inch, which is precisely when the Gwyllgi lunged for her exposed neck.
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 In that moment, my options were surprisingly limited. 

First, I was still sprawled on the floor with only one serviceable arm, which didn’t bode well for me or for the out-of-her-league Judge. Second, since I was already treading on awfully thin ice with the Guild, I couldn’t afford to get caught doing anything illegalish—like, say, wielding infernal anti-Vis in front of my probation officer. That would be damned near begging for a one-way ticket to Shitcreek. And, last, I couldn’t risk just blasting the holy-living-shit out of the hound with a fireball, since there was a good chance I’d tag Judge Drukiski in the process. 

When it comes to violence, I tend to take the scorched-earth approach, so slinging around primal power in close quarters—especially where bystanders are a concern—isn’t exactly my strong suit.

 Despite my building hatred for the Guild, I didn’t want to see the lady hurt. And, believe you me, dropping a fireball on her ass—even if she wasn’t the target—would hurt like a proctology exam conducted with a golf club. Sure, I didn’t like her and yes, she was basically the antithesis to everything I am in the world, but even my brief time with her convinced me she was a legitimately good person. A good person who was also delusional and monumentally naïve, but a good person all the same. 

Certainly one who deserved to live. 

 I scrambled to my feet as the shadow-warg flew through the air, throwing out my good hand—

The hound slammed into a blue sphere that was suddenly encompassing Drukiski: an energy shield that’d prevent bullets, knives, or claws from getting anywhere near the witless Judge.

The Gwyllgi fell back with a confused yelp of rage before promptly throwing its weight against the shield once more; a crackle of power from the impact shook a tacky picture from one of the walls in the guest room proper. Drukiski shrieked, hands flying to her mouth as the creature collided with the glimmering dome over and over again—the only thing standing between her and certain, gruesome death. 

With a growl and gritted teeth, I labored to raise my left hand, hoping to roast the shadow-warg while Drukiski was covered and protected by my shield. Try as I might, though, I couldn’t get my damn arm to work. Useless son of a bitch just hung there limp and worthless like wings on an ostrich.

Then, before I could think of another plan, the hound did something I hadn’t prepared for. 

It flickered and faded, its skin taking on a translucent sheen as the beast dissolved into a walking shadow—a literal shade of its former self. 

It carefully extended its muzzle toward the protective barrier, which pulsed and flared, brilliant sparks of raw power flying away in a spray. Resistance built as the warg pushed inward; the blazing blue sphere began to vibrate, to shiver, from the mounting pressure. Then, in a blink, the warg’s short, snarling snout slipped through, unobstructed.

The shadow-hound continued to press its weight inward, and though the shield was clearly slowing its movements, it wasn’t stopping them. Not completely. Inch by inevitable inch, it broke through. Drukiski let out a renewed round of frantic shrieks, creeping back, only to find her flannel-clad shoulder blades pressed up against the blue shield meant to keep the warg out. She was stuck, but I didn’t dare dismiss the shield, since it was the only thing keeping her breathing.

Drukiski didn’t have long before the hound bypassed the shield completely, though, so I needed to do something. The fiery torment in my arm, however, made it a real bitch to think. To plan.

“Drukiski, you’re gonna have to defend yourself,” I finally shouted. “I’m gonna drop the shield so you can get away, but you’re gonna be vulnerable for a second, you trackin’?”

“No, no, no, no, no, gosh no,” she stammered, arms folded tight across her body, eyes huge and wild and terrified.

“It’ll only be a second. You can do this, just focus.”

Finally, she offered a curt, fearful nod of her head.

“Good,” I said, trying to sound calm and cool and collected, like this kinda thing was no big deal. Not true, of course, but as a leader in a firefight you need to convince your fresh-faced subordinates that everything is well in hand. 

I gathered up columns of bedrock strength and earthen power, binding it with thick braids of will, then drawing molten flame from deep within the earth, pulling it toward the surface. “Hands up,” I called as I prepared my working, “tuck your chin—keep that thing from getting at your throat—and throw something powerful at it. Flame lance, ice-spike, force wave, something, got it?”

She nodded again, raising shaky fists in front of her face, a soft nimbus of light blooming around her like a watery halo. 

“On three,” I yelled. 

“One …”
I breathed out, clearing my mind.

“Two …” I put the final touches on my earth-working.

“Three …”
I released the shield enveloping her, allowing it to dissipate with a nearly inaudible pop. 

Everything happened at once: 

With the shield gone, the wolf surged forward, solidifying in a heartbeat, only to get a face full of fire, courtesy of the Judge. Her flame lance was pencil thin, but she aimed that little beam true, blasting the warg right in its blue eyes. Fire lapped over its blunt muzzle, and the beast, blinded, slammed gracelessly into her belly, throwing her across the room. The warg blundered about, shaking its maned head, smashing into furniture—colliding with a desk, then smashing into a lamp—as a low growl poured from its throat. 

Drukiski flipped head over heels.

Her beam of flame slashed wildly through the air as she tumbled. Naturally, the thin razor of heat sliced across my shoulder in the process, digging into my skin and setting my T-shirt ablaze before guttering and disappearing. I beat at my shirt, a litany of profanity—lots of variations on ass, shit, and dick—spilling from my mouth as I conjured a quick and dirty water construct to extinguish the ruined garment and cool my burnt flesh. 

Dammit.

It took me only a moment to douse the flame, and thankfully the Gwyllgi still hadn’t managed to get its bearings. Finally, a lucky break. Grabbing hold of the ever-growing rage building in the pit of my stomach, I once more summoned the shimmering, defensive dome, except this time it wasn’t around the Judge. Nope, this time it encompassed the hound, keeping the creature in, at least for a short time, which was all I needed. 

Next, I brought a foot down, slamming it into the ground, unleashing the pent-up earthen energy constrained by my will: the floor rumbled and quivered, splitting open as a jagged fissure tore its way toward the caged hound.

The earth beneath the shadow-warg buckled, dipping down, then swelling up, rupturing. Chunks of rock and flecks of dirt flew into the air followed by a gout of molten rock—red, orange, and black—spraying the dome’s interior, coating the warg in a liquid sheen of red-hot earth. The hound howled, the bray reedy and muted, as light and horrible heat filled the enclosed space, melting bone and eating inky black flesh. The blue dome flickered in places, turning near-translucent under the incredible strain of holding in the magma.

But, it did hold. 

After a few agonizing seconds the howls cut off, the warg gone, buried beneath the seething mass of liquid rock. The shield gave out a moment later, but I was ready with a hasty working of air and water, which slammed into the molten stone, cooling it to a tortured mass of goopy black rock, simultaneously jettisoning a huge bank of steam into the air. The wave of uncomfortably hot moisture instantly soaked my clothes and slicked my skin with perspiration, but I didn’t care. A little steam was a small price to pay for not dying. 

A sudden hush—save for the soft hiss of steam and the occasional groan from the still cooling rock—settled over the cottage. Strangely peaceful after the commotion, and somehow jarring because of it. 

Slowly, numbly, I trudged over and plopped down onto the edge of my busted-ass bed. Breathing heavy, I eyed my bloody left arm and the red blisters now dotting my left shoulder, thanks to Judge Drukiski’s total incompetence. 

Eventually, the steam disappeared completely, leaving the carnage of battle plain to see. A twisted column of black dominated Drukiski’s portion of the room. The stone floors were cracked and shattered. The furniture was smashed to pieces, chunks of wood strewn throughout the cottage. A laptop lay dashed against the ground, its screen busted to shit, its silver casing bent and disfigured.

What a friggin’ mess.

The Judge—supremely ruffled and quite the worse for wear—lumbered over to me, mouth slightly agape. “That was a …” She trailed off breathlessly, plopping down beside me, though not really seeing me. “That was a Gwyllgi,” she said, eyeing the column of blackened rock in the middle of her once fine room. “Why would there be a Gwyllgi here?” She shook her head, slow, uncomprehending.

“Two,” I said, absently. “There were two of ’em. I killed the other one before you opened the door.”

Finally, she turned her gaze on me, flinching at the sight of my injuries. “Ouch, that looks bad, really bad.” She tentatively reached toward my arm, but stopped herself from touching the myriad of lacerations and puncture wounds littering my flesh. “And your shirt’s ruined—bloodstains are so hard to get rid of. We need to get you to the infirmary. Then we …” She trailed off again, thinking. “Well, I suppose we should report this incident. Bring the matter to the Elder Council. They’ll know what to do.” She chewed at her lip as though she didn’t believe the words any more than I did.

“Wrong-o,” I replied. “That’s the last thing we need to do. What we need to do is get our shit together ASAP, then run. Get our asses gone. Out of this room and out of this town. The sooner the better. And we can’t risk telling anyone.”

“But protocol dictates we lodge a formal incident report, then get departure clearance before leaving the compound.”

“I’m gonna stop you right there. Does any of this”—I waved an arm around the room—“seem standard to you? ’Cause here’s a news flash, sister, this isn’t normal. First thing you need to understand, this isn’t some big accident or some misunderstanding. Those shadow-wargs attacked us on purpose, which means we’re on someone’s hit list. Second—even if we wanted to report this, which we don’t, trust me—we don’t even know who to report to. Someone let loose the Gwyllgi. Someone powerful enough to bypass the compound security protocols. That means Elder Council. Which means we’re not safe. Not here. Not anywhere near here. And we can’t trust any—”

“Do you smell something burning?” she asked abruptly, nose wrinkling as she sniffed at the air.

The scent of smoldering wood hit my nostrils a second later, only a faint whiff next to the sulphurous stink from the cooling magma, but growing more potent by the moment. A few faint curls of gray smoke, wispy things, drifted in from under the front door, which also happened to be the only way out of the cottage. Between me and Drukiski, we’d certainly tossed around enough fire to burn the place to the ground, but that smoke was coming from the outside. 

With a groan I gained my feet and padded over to the door, careful to avoid the still hot ground surrounding the now dead shadow-warg. I pressed my hand against the thick wooden door and felt heat soaking through.

Great. Perfect. Asstastic.


Someone had set the cottage on fire. 

Probably the same asshole that’d unleashed the Gwyllgi on us in the first place. Just a little extra insurance to make sure the job got done while also, conveniently, destroying any condemning evidence. Setting shit on fire is always a solid forensic countermeasure when you want to cover up some dubious shenanigans like, say, premeditated murder.

“Get dressed, now,” I said, moving away from the door. “And do me a quick favor—check the assignment folder.” 

“Why, what’s going on?” she asked, still looking rather dazed, eyes distant.

“Fire,” I replied curtly, rushing back into my broom closet of a room and pulling on my shoulder rig and jacket—equal parts leather, Kevlar, and slash-resistant fabric—before worming into my dusty jeans and grabbing my spent pistol. “Someone means to see me dead, and that means they can’t afford to leave you alive either. For the time being, you’re a loose end, and that means you aren’t safe here. They can’t risk you spilling the beans.” 

When I turned back, Drukiski was a whirlwind of panicked motion. Nice to see her finally moving with a little speed and intensity. 

She’d already pulled on her professional business slacks and was shrugging her way out of the flannel nightgown. She twirled and stopped when her eyes landed on me—red exploded in her cheeks and ran down her neck. “Mage Lazarus,” she said, voice breathy, aghast, “please …” She stuttered and extended her hand, twirling one finger in a turn around gesture. “I’m married.”

“Seriously?” I replied wearily. “Someone just tried to murder us, they’re burning the cottage down around us, and you’re worried about modesty?” I rolled my eyes and shrugged. “Whatever,” I said, offering her my back, giving her a handful of seconds to finish dressing. When I turned back around she was sliding on practical black running shoes.

The smoke was thicker now, billowing up around her ankles and filling the room.

I choked back a cough as the gray cloud seeped into my cramped sleeping quarters, the noxious gas ready to suffocate and kill. We needed out.

Drukiski slipped an arm over her nose and mouth, then headed for the nightstand, quickly rummaging through her obnoxious purple purse. The purse which held the folder with the case details. Specifically, the name and location of our only lead and the next link in this screwy chain. Sure we didn’t need it—we both knew the scant details already—but I had a hunch that this attack was about more than just murder.

“It’s gone,” she said, voice edging into the realm of ape-shit panic. “The dossier, it’s not in here. I checked it before bed—I swear it was right here.”

I grunted and grimaced. 

Yep, not just an assassination attempt. An assassination attempt coupled with a snatch and grab. The traitor was after the Fourth Seal too, so it stood to reason they would need the same case details Drukiski and I had access to. Which meant there was probably a third Gwyllgi slinking his shadowy ass through the night with the exact information necessary to find the Seal. 

Better and better by the minute.

On the plus side, I guess that ruled out the arch-mage from my suspect pool—she wouldn’t need to organize a snatch and grab of her own intel. Not that I’d ever really doubted her in the first place. She was a lot of things—cold, calculating, a distrustful she-devil—but not a sociopathic murderer with a god complex. Wait a minute, I suppose she does have a massive god complex, but she’d never endanger or undermine the Guild, that I was sure of.

“So what do we do now?” Drukiski asked, voice muffled by her arm, curled in front of her face to block out the ever growing cloud of choking smoke.

“Now we get the hell outta Dodge. Find a way off the premises, then get to the arch-mage’s contact before the shadowy, conniving douche-mage that just tried to bury us can.” 

I turned toward the back wall, gathering in energy, constructing a concussive wave of force perfect for a little interior remodeling. The construct rolled out of me a second later, accompanied by a flash of angry green light as the brick wall next to my cot blew like Old Faithful. A deafening boom ripped through the room as pieces of stone and mortar flew outward in a blast of rubble and gritty debris. What was left of the back wall looked like someone had taken an industrial wrecking ball to it. 

Pretty close to the truth, actually. 

But as new air rushed into the room—oxygen flooding the space with sweet life—the entryway door ruptured with a crack-bang, a huge wave of dancing flames pouring in, eager to gobble up the inrush of air. 

A nasty backdraft.

Flames surged toward us, toward the hole, the source of the oxygen, terrible heat clawing at us. Another few seconds and this place was gonna be a friggin’ bonfire. 

I ducked my head and bolted for the impromptu back door. Drukiski gave a squawk as I grabbed her arm and roughly dragged her through the jagged opening and into a small clearing of trimmed grass behind the guest cottage. I kept moving until we were well clear of the building, then halted long enough to get my bearings, the burning building casting a sooty orange glow over the landscape around us.

I didn’t see any obvious bad guys—no one twirling a mustache or cackling manically as they watched the cottage go up in a blaze—but I did see a shitload of crazy-pants chaos. A host of fires dotted Moorchester, and the sounds of men and women shouting carried in the night. 

“Do you think it’s some sort of invasion?” Drukiski asked, mouth pressed damn near to my ear.

I shook my head. “Could be, maybe, but I don’t think so,” I whispered back. “This attack can’t be a coincidence. Black Jack warned me—he told me there’s still a traitor in the ranks somewhere and that they wouldn’t be happy about having me poking around. I’m the target. Gotta be. And this”—I waved at the spattering of flames spreading throughout the village—“this is a distraction. 

“Sleight of hand. Make sure everyone’s looking that way, so no one pays attention while this douchewaffle kills us and snags the case dossier. Smart. Practical. Efficient. That’s the way I’d do it.” I faltered, staring at various clouds of smoke trailing into the sky. “We need to get gone, quick as we can, before the asshole behind this shitshow figures out his assassination didn’t pan out.” I rounded on her. “I need you to think. You know this place better than I do—what’s the quickest way out?”

Drukiski pursed her lips, eyes flickering back and forth almost as though she were reading a book invisible to the world. After a long beat, she nodded. “Well, considering the level of damage, I’m sure Fist Leader Quinn will have the town on lockdown. The wards will be active and I’ll bet he’s triggered the dome. All standard operating procedure.”

The dome was exactly what it sounded like: an invisible, impenetrable force field which encompassed Moorchester, enfolding it in a field of pure Vis, powered by the immense ley lines and telluric currents below. A backup emergency precaution, capable of withstanding a nuclear blast while also ensuring no one could enter or leave until the dome was disarmed. And the only way to disarm it was via the emergency defense control room buried deep beneath the chapel overlooking the village. 

That’s where all the high-level Guild officers would be.

Which meant that was a place we needed to avoid like a VA hospital run by braindead zombies. Or, as I call it, the VA hospital. 

There were two sally gates, though—hidden, emergency exits which could be used to evacuate the compound if the need ever arose.

“And before you ask,” she continued, seeming to read my mind, “there’ll be guards posted at the egress points.”

“How many guards we talkin’ about?” I asked.

She rubbed her hands together, lips puckered in a grimace. “Too many, even for you. If the platoon leaders follow the tactics manual, which they should, there’ll be a squad apiece per gate. Twelve Judges at each emergency exit. They’ll be on high alert and they’ll have strict orders about who has access. And the short list of who has unrestricted access is awfully, awfully short. At this point, unless the arch-mage personally walks us through, we’re stuck.”

The distant warbling cry of a Gwyllgi carried even over the crackle of fire and the distant shouts of men and women struggling to bring some semblance of order to the pandemonium engulfing the sleepy town. Another howl answered the first, followed by a third, not far off in the distance. Gooseflesh broke out along my arms and legs, the hairs on the back of my neck rising to attention. Those were the coordinated cries of a hunting pack. 

“Okay,” I said, “so we know how we can’t leave. What other options do we have, ’cause I’ll willing to bet a bank vault full of unmarked bills that those Gwyllgi are coming for us. We managed to kill two”—I held up two fingers to emphasize the point—“and that was in a confined space where we could fight ’em head-on. If a pack encircles us out here in the dark, where they can maneuver from shadow to shadow, we’ll last all of fifteen seconds. So we need options.”

“The Cubiculi ex Ostia,” she said, snapping her fingers. “If I had to guess, I’d say that’s the quickest way out. Gee, the only way out at this point. Not even the defensive dome can keep us from leaving through the Portal Room, and even in emergencies, the Cubiculi is required to remain open and operational for the purpose of troop dispersal.” 

She frowned and tapped a finger against her chin. “There shouldn’t be any extra guards assigned to the post either. Three guards,” she said, nodding enthusiastically, her grimace turning into a dimple-cheeked smile. “Officer of the Day, one duty guard, and an assistant. Shouldn’t be any more than that. If we move quick, we could be there in …” She paused, rocking her head from side to side. “Five minutes. Yep, five minutes.” 

The shadow-wargs cried again, their raspy yowls rising up into the night. They were closer now. Much closer. Drukiski’s smiled faded and slipped away, replaced by a look of growing dread.

“We’d better haul some serious ass, then.” I absently glanced over my shoulder, searching the shadow-coated hills for some sign of movement, for some sign of the encroaching pack. I saw all of jack-shit, which made me more worried instead of less. How the hell did you fight an enemy you couldn’t see?
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We stole through the night, stalking through the shadows as quick as the dark would allow for, which didn’t feel quick enough. Not by half. The yowling of the wargs carried on the breeze—intermittent, but closer every time they sounded. It didn’t help that we had to navigate the terrain well off the beaten path, cutting our way behind the cottages and shops, trudging through grassy fields, toes catching on buried stones or tree roots, all in a bid to remain hidden. 

It was unlikely someone would stop us on the road—what with all the craziness running amok—but that wasn’t a risk we could afford to take. Better to play it safe and stay far away from everyone. No telling who could be trusted.

Our movements were further restricted by a thick layer of silvery fog blanketing the ground, obscuring the landscape for a half-mile, giving us a limited visibility of about six or seven feet, tops. That mist, though supremely inconvenient for moving fast, was of my doing. I couldn’t be sure whether the Gwyllgi hunted by sight or not—Drukiski seemed to think so—but if we couldn’t see jack-shit, that meant they couldn’t either. 

How the hell did you fight an enemy you couldn’t see? You leveled the friggin’ playing field, that’s how. 

A cool wind swirled around us—another Vis-wrought construct—disturbing the fog, spitting my scent out in every direction, spreading it through the fog and around Moorchester like bloody chum in the water. If the Gwyllgi didn’t use sight to hunt, they sure as shit used scent, but with my smell plastered over every inch of the fog, they’d have a helluva time tracking me down. Not to mention, the billowing fog had the added benefit of dampening sound, which further masked our movements from any preternatural senses. At least in theory … 

With supernatural assholes like the Gwyllgi, though, you could never really be sure they didn’t have some other sensory ability tucked up their metaphorical sleeve. But hey, if my plan didn’t work out, I could always resort to blowing shit up. 

That’s my fallback when subtlety fails me. Which is often. Like, almost always.

Surprisingly, though, the howling faded after only a few minutes of steady hiking, and before I knew it a rectangular structure of ancient brick and stone loomed up out of the fog. The place was completely windowless, with gray marble pillars marching across the front like soldiers standing in formation. If you didn’t know any better, you might think it was a family mausoleum, and you’d be partially right, since it had served that purpose a thousand years ago. 

This building, like most buildings in Moorchester, however, had been repurposed. 

Now the crypt, lurking at the base of the hill near the chapel, served as the Cubiculi ex Ostia. The Chamber of Doors. One of the Guild’s greatest secrets. Buried deep inside, heavily guarded and in a fortified pocket dimension, was the Guild Vault—the repository for all the dangerous weapons the Guild had accumulated over the years. But that wasn’t its only purpose. Nope. If you knew how to navigate the Chamber, you could effectively find a Way, an interdimensional portal, to just about any-damn-where you could possibly need to go. 

Even inside the Guild, the Chamber’s existence, and its abilities, weren’t widely known. Hell, even those in the know avoided the Cubiculi ex Ostia unless great need dictated otherwise. Navigating the Chamber was tricky. Dangerous. True, you could use the Chamber to travel anywhere—Inworld or Out—but if you didn’t
know your shit, you could just as easily end up wandering aimlessly in the Ether, the void between the worlds. 

Well, you’d wander aimlessly until one of the eldritch beings lurking in the Ether turned you into meat-paste and used your remains as floss. And, even if you avoided that unfortunate fate, you still might find yourself in some backwater stretch of Outworld:

An endless ocean filled with unseen horrors. 

Or a realm bursting with toxic gas that’d choke the life from your body.

Or maybe one of the circles of Gehenna, where the air burned with sulphurous hellfire hot enough to boil the blood in your veins.

Even worse, there were pathways that ran through the Mists of Fate: worlds where you could live a thousand lives. All the lives that could’ve been had you made different choices. Walk into a shadow like that by mistake and you’d end up a gibbering maniac, curled into the fetal position, drool dribbling from your mouth while you finger painted with your own shit. 

And the Cubiculi ex Ostia was our way out. 

Though, I suppose it was possible the Chamber could also deliver us to some shadow version of the Big Easy that was nothing but rib joints and free beer. A man can dream, right? 

 As we picked our way closer, I saw the trio of guards, just as Drukiski had predicted. Black-cloaked figures: two women and a man. Beneath the archaic cloaks, each wore tactical body armor with a sidearm sitting on one hip and a silver sword poking up over a shoulder. Still, it was only three guards, which was a lucky break. As powerful as the Cubiculi ex Ostia was, it could only be used to leave the compound. Not to mention only those who knew how to use it—i.e. highly placed Guild initiates—would ever willingly dare to try.

The Chamber itself was its own security. The guards were basically a glorified chain-link fence blocking off the equivalent of a supernatural minefield.

I came to a halt and crouched, eyes scanning the murky fog as I pulled Drukiski in close. She squatted down and leaned into me, her ear inches from my mouth. “We need to get in there now,” I whispered, drawing in a flood of Vis, preparing to blast my way through the guards. I wouldn’t kill ’em—poor schmucks were just doing their job, after all—but each would have one helluva headache for the next few weeks. “You stay here and keep quiet, I’ll get us past those three.”

“No,” she mouthed, then gave a short shake of her head. “I can’t let you do that,” she said, voice a quiet hum filled with urgency. “If you hurt them”—she nodded at the black-cloaked magi—“well, there’s no going back. For a violation like that, you’ll end up doing twenty-five to fifty in the Tullianum.” She paused, her lips drawing into a fine line. “Leave this to me,” she said with a nod. “I can do this. I can get us through. Just stay close.”

Without further comment, she stood, primly adjusted her gore-splattered shirt, then ran a hand through her hair as she squared her shoulders and set off toward the guards. Anxiety exploded in my center, pushing out tendrils of fear into my body. There were Gwyllgi closing in all around us. A high-placed traitor gunning for me. A potential death sentence dangling over my head like a razor-honed guillotine blade. Guild operatives standing between me and freedom. And, worst of all—the fact that really had me sweating—my life, my fate, was in the hands of an office worker. 

Jeez.

But she’d thought of the Cubiculi ex Ostia in the first place, she’d managed to lead us here despite the fog, and she’d been right about the number of guards. So maybe, maybe she could do it. Probably. Possibly. Fine, a total crapshoot. But even a sliver of hope was better than nothing, I guess. I stood with a groan and turned, shuffling backward toward the mausoleum, eyes constantly running over the fog, searching for the telltale electric-blue eyes of the wargs. 

 The click of a safety disengaging hit my ears a second later.

“Halt,” came a no-nonsense female voice, thick with a German accent. “Identify yourselves now.” I stole a look at the guard over one shoulder. She had her sidearm trained on us—a black Beretta 92 with a rail system and a mounted flashlight. A thin beam of yellow light cut a swath through the misty haze before landing on me and Drukiski. I stopped, blinking against the harsh light, keeping my hands low, making sure to move nice and slow. 

I’d hate for anyone to make a mistake, like blasting my head full of lead. Hard to recover from an oopsy like that.

Drukiski, though, kept right on walking, folding her hands behind her back as she moved, cool and confident, every inch of her radiating an I-have-a-right-to-be-here attitude. Not wanting to be left alone in the fog, I angled my body—so I could keep one eye on the conjured mist and the other on the guards—and crept after her.

“Blackbag,” Drukiski said, coming to a halt a few feet from the Cubiculi. “Name, Judge Darlene Drukiski.” 

A brief look of confusion flashed across the gun-toting fräulein’s face and the pistol barrel dropped, even if not lowering completely. “Bowling ball,” she responded eventually. Sign and countersign.

Any thought of the guards left my mind, though, as I spotted a set of blues eyes staring at me from the edge of the silver fog. The rest of the creature remained hidden, obscured by shadow and mist, but there was no mistaking those eyes. They burned with cold fury, regarding me solemnly for a long moment before flickering to the trio of guards loitering a few feet away. Hesitation. Another set of eyes joined the first, these gliding back and forth through the mist as the second creature paced. 

They were waiting for something, but what?

A third hound joined the party a second later. 

Still, they didn’t come closer, but rather observed the guards behind us, careful to remain unseen. Obviously these things were after us, but maybe they had specific orders not to engage Moorchester’s other personnel? That was the only thing that made a lick of sense to me. 

“I’m sorry, Judge Drukiski,” the gruff officer said, “but the compound is on lockdown. No one in, no one out. General orders, ma’am.”

“Exactly right, sweetheart,” Drukiski replied calmly, motherly smile glued firmly in place. “In the case of a security breach, all entry and egress points are secured until an all clear is issued by the base commander. All standard procedure in accordance with the Special Operations Defensive Protocol Reference Manual, Second Edition, chapter two. But there are exceptions.” She bobbed her head. 

“Like us.” She smiled, nose crinkling, then swept one hand toward me.

“Like you,” the guard repeated skeptically. “And who exactly is your friend, Judge Drukiski? He looks …” She paused, brow furrowed. “Unwell.”

“Oh, don’t worry about him,” she said, folding her hands. “He’s fine. And his identity isn’t important. We’re on special assignment from the arch-mage, and as an O4 grade officer with the Judges Office, the containment order doesn’t pertain to me anyway. Not at this location. You can check the reference manual if you’d like—you’ll find all the pertinent information listed in the chain of command section. Appendix B. You do have a copy of the reference manual with you, dontcha?”

The thickset female guard with the Beretta wilted a tad, glancing uncertainly toward the other guards. “Well, ma’am”—she cleared her throat—“no, actually.”

A gangly male guard with spidery fingers shrugged, his lips turning down, eyebrows raised. “It’s Judge Drukiski.” His words were clipped, precise, British. “If she says it’s in the regulations, it’s in the regulations.” 

“Maybe we should call it in?” the fräulein offered to her fellow guards.

“Oh sure, of course,” Drukiski replied, issuing them all a hard smile. “Please, by all means feel free to call it in. Though gosh”—she paused, crossing her arms, tapping a foot restlessly—“I imagine the Command Staff probably has quite a bit on their hands already. I sure know I wouldn’t want to be the one bothering Arch-Mage Borgstorm or Fist Leader Quinn right now. Especially for a redundant, unnecessary request. But”—she shrugged apologetically—“you just do what you think is right. I completely understand.”

“Come on, Annaliese, just let them through,” said the last guard, a petite woman with braided black hair. “Annual reviews are next week—I don’t want to have a write up in my folder. Especially not from her.” That last was a mumble, but I still caught it. 

“Yeah, okay,” the fräulein officer—Annaliese, apparently—finally replied, sliding her pistol back into the holster at her waist. “You and your guest can go, Judge Drukiski.” She paused, worrying at her bottom lip. “Just one more thing?” she asked, a sheepish grin skittering across her round face. 

“Hmm, what’s that?” 

“Well, annual reviews are next week, and a recommendation from you could go a long way with the board.” 

“I’ll consider it,” she said with another warm motherly smile. The thickset fräulein edged aside while the other two unbarred the entry door, motioning us through with broad, fake smiles. 

Huh, how about that shit? 

Maybe I could learn a thing or two from her, after all. Who knew all those bullshit rules, which drove me batshit-crazy, were actually good for something? Like lawyering your way around all the bullshit rules, apparently. 

The irony was not lost on me. 

I glanced back at the Gwyllgi—there were five of those sons of bitches now—still lingering on the edge of the mist, staring hate and death and pain at me. A low growl built in the air as Drukiski and I headed into the Cubiculi ex Ostia, but the hounds made no move to follow. I grinned in spite of the terrible situation, feeling like this was a small victory, and flipped those asshole dogs the bird just as the door slammed shut behind me, cutting off the sound from outside, encasing us in silence. 

 




 

 

 

 

 

 

SEVEN:
 

Cubiculi ex Ostia 
 

 
 

My good mood was fleeting as the sudden quiet of the Chamber—interrupted only by my breathing and the scuff of Drukiski’s shoes over the granite floor—descended on us. Despite the fact that this place hadn’t been a crypt in a thousand years or more, it still held the feel of a tomb. Cold. Dank. Dark. Dead. There was a power in the air, an unseen force that rejected our intrusion into this place, as though our presence was somehow profane, sacrilegious.

I pulled up next to Drukiski and cleared my throat, the sound unnaturally loud, echoing off the walls. “That was crazy-good work out there,” I said, hooking a thumb back toward the sealed doors. “With the guards. Like some kind of paperwork, red-tape ninjutsu.” I shook my head, the rueful grin still plastered on my face. “And here I thought all those stupid standard operating procedure manuals weren’t worth the paper they’re printed on.”

She blushed a little, bright spots of red growing on her cheeks. “Oh gosh, that was nothing, really. Besides, everything I said was more or less the truth. The general lockdown really shouldn’t have pertained to us anyway.” She fell silent, the confident administrator from a moment ago suddenly gone as the heaviness of the room settled over us. 

She paced nervously, moving with the stiff shamble of a recent car-wreck victim, arms folded across her chest as though she were trying to physically hold herself together. That’s what shock looks like.

“You okay?” I asked hesitantly, not really sure if I wanted an answer.

She paused her restless shuffling and regarded me for a beat. “Honestly?” she asked, then shook her head, lips drawn tight. “I didn’t think it would be like this,” she said, pacing back and forth once more. 

“Being a real field agent. Going on missions. I don’t know what I was expecting, but not this. I thought it would be an adventure. Exciting. Like in a cozy mystery. A little sleuthing, a little travel, some interesting stories. My husband, he tried to tell me. He said, Darlene, this is just a midlife crisis. Buy a corvette, he told me, let’s go on a cruise. Take a vacation. Anything but this. He was right,” she said, “because this isn’t exciting. It’s scary.” She paused, rubbing hands along her shoulders as her gaze roamed over the chamber, taking in all the cold gray marble. 

The room itself was fifty or sixty feet long, all weathered granite and ancient marble, filled with an unnatural gloom that seemed to radiate from the walls. A living murk that pressed at us, fighting to submerge us into darkness. Marble columns, like those positioned out front, lined the room on either side.

The columns offered a feeble illumination to fight against the pervasive darkness—each pillar was inscribed with a single long, looping line of text, running from the top of the column to its bottom, circling down in a tight spiral. The scrawl—flowing letters here, sharp angular text there—glowed with a watery opalescent light that didn’t offer much warmth or comfort.

The weak glow from the script did allow me to see the doors, however. Thirteen of the suckers running up each side of the room. Hulking sentinels of black obsidian with no markings, no hinges, no handles. More like polished stone than actual doorways. 

“I’ve read so many reports.” Darlene limped over to a stone column near the entryway and sat, legs folded beneath her. “The other Judges, the real ones, they come back with their stories. Fighting off a school of nanaue”—terrifying sharklike creatures that could swim through dirt and earth the way a great white could swim through choppy ocean waves—“in the Samoan islands. Hunting a rogue enenra in Shimamaki.” She sighed fondly. “The way they tell those stories …” She faded into awkward silence. “They just make it sound so exotic,” she finished weakly. 

“I suppose I just wanted a story like that. Just one. All day, every day I listen to their stories, rubber stamp their reports, then go home, cook for my family, wash dishes, and watch an hour of TV before bed. I’m lucky if I get to a yoga class once a week. The most exciting place I’ve ever been is the Brokers of Iskdarla Shopping Emporium, over Hub-side. And I only did that once. Ate at a falafel stand and ended up with dysentery.” She clutched her stomach with one hand, as though acutely recalling the discomfort. “Took me a month to get rid of the stomach bug, and I swore that was the last time I’d ever go there.”

I moseyed over next to her and plopped onto the ground, then scooted over so my right shoulder pressed into her. For better or worse, Darlene was my partner now. We’d fought together, bled together, killed together, bullshitted our way past armed guards together, and that was a bond few people shared.

“I’m supposed to be a mage—a wielder of the primal forces,” she said, snuggling into me a little. “In reality, I’m just a boring soccer mom with a boring desk job. I was so excited when the arch-mage came to me. So excited to finally be part of something. And when I heard I was going on assignment with you? With the Yancy Lazarus? My word, I was ecstatic. That’s like getting to ice skate with Michelle Kwan. But this isn’t what I wanted. I’m cold, I’m tired, my feet hurt, my chest aches from where that Gwyllgi hit me, and I’m scared. Terrified. I may have just committed a crime against the Guild, for Pete’s sake.” 

Her voice hitched a little. 

Oh shit, she was on the verge of tears. 

“What if something happens and I never see my husband again?” She sniffled. “John needs me. He doesn’t even know how to balance the checkbook. And my kids. Jules. Brian.” A small sob escaped her throat. “I might never see them again. I need to see them again. To tell them how much I love them.”

Well, this was awkward. Uncomfortable. As unnatural as a pig wearing a prom dress.

I’ve never been one for offering comfort. I’m not a shoulder to cry on. Mostly, I’m the guy to come to when the crying’s done and the only thing left to do is kick some ass and take some names. Still, I slipped an arm around her and patted her on the shoulder the same way you might pat a stranger’s dog. Uncomfortable or not, it was the right thing to do. She needed someone to reassure her. To tell her it was all going to be okay, even if it wasn’t. 

“We’ll get you home, Darlene.” I used her first name, trying to sound relatable. Personable. “You’ll see ’em again, your family. I’ll make sure nothing happens to you.” I hoped to hell that was the truth. Sadly, in my line of work, those kinds of promises have a way of coming back to bite you in the ass. 

I knew from a lot of personal experience.

“We’ll get you home,” I repeated, this time working to convince myself. “And you’ve got nothing to feel ashamed of,” I said. “I swear to God, it doesn’t matter how many times you go on assignment, it’s always miserable. Always. Believe me, I did this shit for more than twenty-five years before I left the Guild, and that’s not counting my time in Nam. Field jobs always, without exception, suck a bag full of soggy ass. 

“It’s either too cold or too hot,” I continued. “You never get enough sleep or enough food. Something’s constantly trying to murder you—to mount your head on a wall or turn your innards into a festive holiday sweater. It’s always scary and that tight-bellied fear never really goes away. Even the highlights usually suck—they’re the kind of memories that are cool in hindsight, but only in hindsight. You dig it? I mean, when you’re living through those stories, you’d rather be anywhere else, doing literally anything else. IRS audit. DMV appointment. Retinal surgery. Anything.”

“Yeah, well, maybe you’re right,” she replied, “but at least you’re good at what you do. I shouldn’t be here. I thought I could do this—went to all those qualification classes—but I’m terrible at this. My first fight and I set you on fire,” she said, eyes darting toward my blistered shoulder. “Which by the way, I’m so, so sorry for. As soon as we can, I’ll get some disinfectant on that.”

“This?” I nodded toward the burned skin on my shoulder, which hurt like running face-first into a cheese grater. For the record, burns are the absolute worst. “This is hardly nothing,” I lied. “I’ve done worse with a cigarette. Besides, for your first fight, you did damned good. My first fight with the Vis was about as neat and clean as carving a turkey with a chainsaw.” 

My sight hazed as thoughts of Nam tore their way through my head like the explosion of a rigged 105 round. 

For a moment, I could almost hear
the sound of otherworldly music, Siren song, floating on unseen currents like streams of brilliant Christmas garlands. Strings of Vis-wrought power—invisible to all, save me—dancing, swaying, burrowing inside me and the knucklehead Marines in my squad as we tromped through the Vietnamese bush. Filling us with rage and hate and fear. Turning us against each other … Men screamed in my head as I unleashed a torrent of flame, charbroiling four Dac Cong. Cooking ’em alive. Blackening skin, melting muscle, snapping bones in the intense heat. 

Underneath those sounds—the screaming, the cries, the spectral music—I could hear something else. Laughter. 

It was the deep rumble of a demonic chuckle, and with it came a burning sensation on my forehead. The Demonic Seal. On instinct, I reached up trembling fingers, tracing over the skin. Nothing. “I’ve always been with you,” that shit swizzler Azazel whispered inside my head. “From the beginning, you’ve been my disciple. You are mine.”

“You really mean that?” Darlene asked with another small sniffle, dispelling the demon’s voice stampeding through my skull. “That we’ll get out of this alive, I mean?”

“Absolutely, but first we need to get away from Moorchester.”

“How?” Darlene asked, voice quaking at the realization of where we were and what lay before us. “I mean, I know about the doors, I’ve written hundreds of departure briefs, but I’ve never used them. Oh my God, what were we thinking?” she asked, hands rising to her face, covering her mouth in horror. “This was a terrible idea. Why did we come here? Have you used the doors? Please tell me you have.” 

I nodded, though I said nothing else. 

Truth be told, I had the same sinking feeling deep in my gut. Sure, I’d used the Cubiculi ex Ostia plenty of times during my days with the Guild, but that wasn’t to say I knew how to use them. Every case I’d ever worked that required use of the chamber came with a detailed guide of which doors to take and in what order. That was the real problem—the ordering of the portals. If you didn’t have a fancy dossier chock-full of directions, you needed to either (a) know the path outright or (b) be able to read the columns, with their strange script.

The problem was that script was in ancient Enochian, the secret language of the angels, and only a handful of magi—mostly anthropological linguists—knew how to translate the strange words and complex phrases.

But you could read it if you wanted to … The words floated up from the back of my mind. Enochian is my mother tongue, disciple.

Go eat a buffet of assholes, I thought before roughly shoving the demonic voice away. I wasn’t about to take any extra help from that dick.

“You must’ve written a thousand briefings, right?” I asked. “Just think back. There’s gotta be a couple routes you’ve memorized, right?” 

She hesitated for a spell, wrapping her arms tight around her chest, nodding her head up and down, up and down while she pressed her eyes closed. “There are a few places that we send agents to regularly,” she finally said. “There’s a spot Hub-side, near the Emporium. Or I could probably get us to Moscow or DC. But …” She halted, trailed off.

“But what?” I prompted.

“Well, none of those locations are a guarantee. I think I know the proper sequence, but I’ve never actually gone through the doors before. What if I get us lost?”

We lapsed into silence, the sound of our heavy breathing intruding on the quiet while my arm throbbed and pulsed, the wounds in my forearm like branding irons I couldn’t get away from. “Well, we can’t stay here,” I said eventually, glancing back toward the heavy entryway doors. “Behind us, we’ve got a pack of shadow-wargs and some asshat looking to knock us both off. So, I’ll take my chances in there”—I swept my good arm to the doors—“because at least in there we have a chance.” 

 I paused, kicking around the list of places we could get to: Moscow was a no-go. Sure, we could take a Way there, hop over Hub-side, then make our way from there, but that would take extra hours we didn’t have. As bad as I hated to admit it, I needed help—specifically medical treatment. True, I could find help in the Hub, there’s always help, but help in the Hub always comes with a price tag, always. DC, though. DC could work. 

FBI Agent Nicole Ferraro—a smart, tough, badass gal-pal who’d been helping me get to the bottom of this shitstorm—had a condo near Quantico. 

 DC to Quantico was an hour’s drive, tops, and Ferraro was exactly the kind of person I needed in my corner right now. She could bandage me up, no problem, and she was a great ace in the hole if the chips were down. And right now, the chips were as down as they could be. Not to mention, I sorta missed her. I mean, we weren’t like a couple, not really, but we were something. 

A complicated relationship, I guess. 

“DC,” I said. “I’ve got a friend that can help us. An FBI agent. She’s clued in to all this. Been lending me a hand with the investigation. She’ll get us fixed up and kitted out at the very least. Might even tag along.”

“Ferraro?” Darlene asked, glancing sidelong at me.

“Yeah, how’d you know?” I asked, surprised.

“Lieutenant Commander Sullivan mentioned her by name in one of his reports. Just sorta figured that had to be her.” She scrunched up her lips, then scooted away from me, using the wall to clumsily gain her feet. “Just give me a minute, I’ll find us the first door.”

She began searching the doors lining the left wall—running her fingers gently across each door as she moved—eyeing those on the right. She came to an uncertain halt at the ninth door on the left wall, before closing her eyes, lips moving in a wordless mutter as though she were trying to read from some half-remembered brief. Tentatively she opened her eyes then took one more step to the right. “Ten.” 

She extended a hand and absently patted the sleek doorway; a hollow thud, thud, thud filled the room. 

I grunted, stood, and headed over, then placed a hand on the center of the featureless chunk of obsidian, spreading my fingers and conjuring a thin stream of Vis, which I fed into the night-dark slab of rock. The door quivered under my palm, began to hum and vibrate, the steady thrum of a generator kicking to life. I’d done this plenty of times before, but that did jack-shit to banish the butterflies flailing around in the pit of my stomach like a bunch of drunken college kids.

The hum increased, cycling faster and faster until the noise was a high-pitched whine that vibrated in my teeth. Aside from the terrible, bone-shaking hum, however, the door itself looked completely unchanged. Towering, black, unmarred. You couldn’t see through it, couldn’t tell what lay on the other side, but the Way was open. I wasn’t exactly sure of the why or how, but I knew each plane of existence vibrated on a certain pitch—each reality existing at a different wavelength, often overlapping. When opened, the doors vibrated at the pitch of whatever world lay beyond, and they allowed you to vibrate at the same frequency. For a time. 

A second later my hand slipped through the door, everything from the wrist down, gone. An awfully freaky sight. But even though I couldn’t see my hand, I could feel it. A cool numbness filled my fingertips with pinpricks.

I took a deep breath. “Stay close,” I said, looking back over my shoulder at Darlene. “And whatever you do, whatever you see, keep moving.” Then I stepped through, a wave of icy power breaking over me, through me, drenching my insides in liquid nitrogen as I headed into the unknown.




 

 

 

 

 

 

EIGHT:
 

Shadow Worlds
 

 
 

 A swirling fog stretched out in every direction, reminiscent of the silver mist we’d trudged through only a handful of minutes ago. This fog, however, was none of my doing, and it was cold. Cold as a frosty winter’s morning in the Rockies. My breath misted out before me, a small puff of white like cigarette smoke. Carefully, I picked my way forward, making room for Darlene. Coarse white sand crunched underfoot, and the salty tang of the sea wafted up to my nostrils while the lapping of waves—broken occasionally by the rolling crash of surf—filled my ears. 

Some lonely bird, lost to the mist, squawked far overhead, its cry sharp. Hungry.

I turned back in time to see Darlene stumble through thin air, materializing in an eyeblink like some flashy Vegas magic trick. There was no doorway to mark our entry into this strange world—wherever this strange world happened to be. The fog stretched out behind us, though I caught the jagged edge of a beach further on, saw a lip of frothy water running its way up the shore, before promptly retreating back into more misty gloom. Darlene lurched toward me, bending over, hands clutching her knees as she dry-heaved.

“Good gravy, that was so awful,” she said in between spells of heaving. “I heard …” retch … “going through the doors was bad …” retch … “but I didn’t expect …” A particularly violent wave of gagging came over her, followed by a thin stream of bile, which splattered on the washed-out sand. “I didn’t expect that,” she finished, wiping a stream of vomit from the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand. 

“It’s the resonance shift,” I replied, gaze restlessly roving over the landscape, scanning for threats. Maybe this world would prove to be harmless, but then maybe not. “Does some weird shit to your head.” I tapped my temple with one finger. “Affects equilibrium. A little like being seasick. Takes a while to get used to is all.” I trotted over and offered her a hand. 

She held up one finger, just a sec, then spit into the dirt and stood. “Wow, this doesn’t look like what I was imagining. So gray and lifeless.”

“Yeah, let’s hope it’s lifeless.”

“Where are we? What do we do now? Where do we go?” she asked, face pale and waxy. “There should be another door somewhere, right? A Way back to the Cubiculi … Err, well, the next
Cubiculi, if I understand the process correctly.”

I nodded and rubbed at the back of my neck. “No idea where we are,” I said, “but the where doesn’t matter so much. All we have to do is follow the trail to the next door and keep on trucking till we get to DC. You see it? The trail?” I squatted down and pointed toward the water’s edge. 

Snaking in front of us, running along the shoreline, was a thin trickle of golden light no thicker than a pencil and invisible to any but a mage. And only a mage who’d come through one of the doors in the Cubiculi. Even without looking at it, I knew it would lead us true to our next destination. Wherever the hell that happened to be. Each door was bound to the next, linked by a strand of energy like two tin cans connected by a tenuous length of twine. 

“That’s the tether,” I said. “Connects the doors. This part’s important.” I made sure to meet her eyes “No matter what, you need to follow the tether. No matter what you see, no matter what happens, never lose the path. Get too far away from the trail and it’ll disappear”—I snapped my fingers—“just like that. Poof, gone. And you’ll never find it again. Instead, your ass will be stuck wherever here is, indefinitely. Lose the tether and the door disappears, got it? And don’t dawdle—the link has a shelf life of about ten minutes, then the connection fizzles and dies.”

She nodded her head, face stoic, resolved. “Okeydoke,” she said, forcing a weak smile into place. “Follow the tether and be quick. Sounds easy enough.”

I snorted, then shook my head. “I’m a pragmatist, not an optimist, but I guess we can hope so.” Not that I had a lot of hope. Sure, this world might
be benign, but one of the worlds we were going to go through was bound to try and kill us. There was always at least one. 

I turned away, motioning her to follow as I set out, feet churning the sand as we moved along the shoreline, following the golden trail. 

We’d only walked for a few minutes—the peaceful sound of the ocean washing over us—when I heard the gull cry again, shrieking its shrill song, only to be answered by more shrieks. The mist was thinning, retreating as we moved, and it didn’t take long to locate the birds, now circling overhead. 

There were maybe ten of ’em, wheeling, spinning, darting, twenty or thirty feet above us.

They looked for all the world like seagulls—gray and white plumage covered sleek bodies and flapping wings—but the faces were wrong. They had slender orange beaks, but above those beaks sat a mass of eyes: a sprawl of green pinpricks that reminded me of a spider. 

Spotters. 

“Oh gosh,” Darlene said in a hush, “what in the world are those things?” She scrunched her nose as she squinted up at the small flock. “Eww, so ugly,” she muttered.

It’d been years and years since I’d seen one of those ass-ugly suckers, and my last memory of ’em wasn’t exactly fond. “Those bastards mean trouble,” I replied in the same hushed tone, preparing the waves for a friction shield or a flame javelin. “Just stay close to me—don’t fall behind. And stay away from the water line.”

We picked up the pace, trekking ahead, though the sand hampered our movements, fighting against us, sucking at our feet with every step.

The gulls shrilled again, and though we’d made good progress, they still lingered above us. Shadowing us. Marking our position. A half-second later a foamy wave crashed off to the left, and as the water pulled back into the sea, something dragged its way onto the shore; thin pale arms towed a sinuous body with a shark’s tail where legs should’ve been. 

Wherever there were Spotters, there were friggin’ Jiaoren. Like smoke and fire. Like two rancid, stomach-churning peas in a pod. Hopefully, it’d only end up being the one. 


Jiaoren were a type of mermaid, but we’re not talking Disney, here. No cute redheaded princesses longing to walk the shores, making calf eyes at some dashing prince while singing a jaunty tune. Nope. Not even close. Imagine if the Little Mermaid were a genetics experiment gone horribly awry, who then stumbled into a bathtub full of meth, and you’ll be close to the mark. 

Deformed, barbaric creatures, they dwelled in the darkest oceans of Outworld and considered human flesh the rarest delicacy. Occasionally they’d steal into Inworld, hell-bent on capturing unwary sailors or unlucky swimmers, dragging them into the deeps with their golden nets of mermaid silk, called jiaoxiao. 

From there, things got graphic. I won’t go into detail. You’re welcome.

The mermaid’s body—and it was obviously a her, the full breasts and stringy black hair told me as much—was lean and strong, but, despite the legends, this certainly wasn’t the kind of lady any sailor would fall for. Not with her mug. She had a flat, noseless face with a long lipless gash of a mouth filled with rows of jagged shark-teeth. She also had eight spidery eyes, identical to the gulls soaring above, except hers were milky white like pearls, which is where they earned their nickname: 

“Pearl-Weepers. Shit. There’s no way this is gonna turn out well,” I muttered to no one in particular.

They were blind as bats and usually hunted in the dark waters where sight was useless, but when they did
stalk the surface, the Spotters above saw
for them. They had a strange symbiotic relationship—the gulls searched out prey, the Pearl-Weepers did the heavy lifting, and the birds got to clean up the scraps. Clumps of skin. Pieces of stringy gristle. The odd finger or toe or hand.

So, unbelievably disgusting.

“Oh my God,” Darlene said, her hand shooting out, grabbing my good shoulder, fingers sinking down in panic. “There,” she whispered, “there’s a-a”—she fumbled for a word—“a thing on the beach. Coming toward us.”

Another body rolled up onto the shore, close to the first. Followed in quick succession by a third, fourth, fifth, and sixth. A school of Pearl-Weepers, because life can never cut me a break. Ever. 

I turned to Darlene. “Okay, don’t panic,” I said even though the gnawing edge of hysteria was already bubbling up inside me like a geyser preparing to burst. “Everything is gonna be fine. I’ve dealt with these things before. But”—I paused, swallowed hard as three more Jiaoren crawled onto the sand, milky eyes swiveling toward us, their heads canted to one side—“maybe we should get moving. Fast. Follow the tether to the next door and go through. Wait for me at the junction, but don’t stay on this beach. I’ll catch up.”

She shifted from foot to foot as her eyes restlessly ran over the school of Pearl-Weepers pulling their bodies through the sand, eating up the distance between us far quicker than seemed possible. I dislodged her hand and gave her a soft shove, then turned toward the charging sea-freaks gibbering at me in crazed mer-speak. I ignored them, instead turning my attention on the gulls above. Pearl-Weepers were damned hard to kill, and if we’d been in the water, we wouldn’t have stood a chance.

But on the shore? They were fast, but I knew I could outrun ’em, even on the sand. Especially if they couldn’t track my movements with the gulls. 

I thrust my right hand up, fingers splayed out, palm pointing toward the wheeling birds. With a primal roar, a war cry, I let loose a blast of flame as thick as my wrist, which carved its way through the center of the feathery formation cruising above. The beam slashed through their numbers, carving the nasty scavengers. Slicing off wings or legs, burning through outstretched necks, or shearing ’em in half. 

Blackened feathers rained down while charred bodies tumbled, thudding into the sand with faint puffs of white dust. 

The Pearl-Weepers behind issued bloodcurdling shrieks of rage, but never ceased their frenzied hunt. 

I didn’t wait for them to catch up with me. Instead I broke into a sprint, legs pumping and churning, adrenaline racing through me like Olympic speed skaters. I ran for everything I was worth, not bothering to look back. The sounds of pursuit followed hard on my heels: the angry chattering of the merfolk mixing in with the slosh-splat-flump of scaly bodies sliding and flopping along the water-slick shore. I pushed everything from my mind as I ran, scanning the waves on my left while keeping the thin golden line of energy always before me. 

A series of squawks filled the air only a minute before a new batch of gulls descended on me, wings beating at the air while their pinprick beaks jabbed at me. I ducked my head, bringing my chin down and my good arm up, protecting my eyes from the sudden flurry of violence. Each peck was more annoying than painful, but they were slowing me down, which was no bueno. 

“Duck,” came Darlene’s voice, a timid shout with all the authority and confidence of a field mouse. I glanced up, peeking over the top of my arm. She stood before a freestanding black slab jutting from the sand fifteen feet ahead. Her feet were planted shoulder width apart, her brow furrowed in concentration, both hands out in front of her. I couldn’t help but think of my burned shoulder, couldn’t help but think she was about to blast me full-on in the face with another beam of fire.

But I pushed my sudden anxiety away and stole a hasty look at my six—there was a Pearl-Weeper only a few arm lengths away and closing the distance with every slosh-splat-flump.

Darlene let out a holler, and a wave of shimmering green exploded out from her palms.

“Holy shitballs!” I screamed, throwing myself forward, stretching out and tucking into a tight front roll, shoulder blades slapping against the gritty earth. The wave swept over me—close enough to brush the top of my head—before smacking into the encroaching Pearl-Weeper. The green wave congealed, morphing into a soupy mush which further hardened into a blob of lime-colored Jell-O. 

The shark-tailed creature howled and thrashed, throwing its weight side to side, trying fruitlessly to dislodge itself from the construct. I gained my feet with a grimace, clutching my maimed left arm to my body, and ran the last few feet to Darlene, promptly pulling her through the black stone doorway. Leaving behind the asstastic beach with its murderous gulls and flesh-eating sea-people.

And good riddance, I say. 

Icy power hit me like a splash of cold water to the face as we stumbled our way through the portal and into a chamber identical to the Cubiculi ex Ostia. As with most things in my circles, however, looks can be quite deceiving. Despite being a mirror image down to the last detail, this was a shadow room, a perfect replica that existed in a pocket dimension. This room also had a completely different set of doors, which led to a new set of strange and bizarre locales.

“Wow,” I said, huffing and puffing from my beachside jog, “that was actually pretty good.” I eyed Darlene askew. “Surprisingly competent. The green blob thing, I mean. Haven’t seen that before. And the timing? Great timing.” 

The winded Judge smiled deeply, twirling one strand of loose hair around her finger. “Thank you,” she replied. “It’s a nonlethal construct. Dissolves in about five minutes, disappears like a bad stain. I call it Insta-Stop. Just a little something I’ve been working on in my free time.”

I snorted. “Insta-Stop? Well, it was good work, even if it does have a goofy-ass name. Quick. Smart. Really saved my ass. Still”—I gave the new set of doors a once-over, knowing each could be a potential bomb—“let’s just hope things get easier from here. I’ve walked the doors enough to know all the Ways can’t possibly be that bad.”

“Gosh,” she replied, grabbing the edge of her blouse in white-knuckled fists, “I sure hope not. I’m not sure my poor heart can handle it. All that running. Those monsters.” She shivered, shuddered. “No. I hope that’s the end of it.”

“Hang in there, kid. Just take things one step at a time and we’ll get through this in one piece.” I eyed my achy arm. “Well, more or less in one piece,” I amended. “And speaking of one step at a time, what’s our next door?” 

She sighed, then turned, crossing her arms and tapping her bottom lip thoughtfully with one plump finger. “There,” she said after a beat, “door eleven. There are only six doors in the sequence to DC, and eleven is the next in line.”

Once more we headed over to the slab of unmarred onyx, stepping through a sheet of frozen power and into a tropic jungle, which didn’t belong to Inworld. No way in hell.

A small footpath of barren earth zigzagged through a dense tangle of leafy green vegetation. Trees—squat palms, wild ferns, and other nameless behemoths towering eighty feet or more—surrounded us, covering us in perpetual shade. The air was hot, heavy, muggy. Instantly my jeans felt constricting, the fabric rubbing uncomfortably on the inside of my thighs, while my shirt clung to my chest.

The place reminded me of my days in Vietnam, but there were plenty of telltale signs that this wasn’t just some overgrown jungle in Southeast Asia. Giant viridian pods—each the size of a large child—covered with barbed spikes, hung from the branches of the colossal trees. They were chitinous looking things that vaguely resembled an oversized butterfly’s cocoon. I’d never seen a pod like that, but if it was a cocoon—which, let’s face it, how could it not be a friggin’ cocoon—I’d bet whatever emerged wasn’t some peaceful, oversized butterfly interested only in frolicking from flower to flower, pollinating things and shit. 

Nope, I’d wager an El Camino worth of delicious burritos that whatever came out of those pods would be covered in claws and spikes and teeth. Moreover, I was fairly confident that said jungle-horror would, in all likelihood, try to dissolve us in acid. That or something equally horrible. You know, strangle us with fleshy tentacles. Barf fungus spores into our faces, which would drive us into gibbering, mouth-frothing insanity. Carve us open and suck out our entrails with one of those novelty crazy straws—the kind with the plastic red lips on the end. Something awful. 

Thankfully, the golden tether cut through the woods for only a mere hundred feet before depositing us at another free-standing stone, which led us into yet another Chamber of Doors. 

From there it was a matter of lather, rinse, repeat …

Door seven: We trudged through a gloomy world, the earth scorched and blackened beneath our feet, a cloud of ash lingering overhead. Dark mountains tore and slashed their way across the skyline before us …

Door four: We waded through a marshy swamp; huge trees, with droopy branches and vines trailing down to the water, surrounded us like a violent mob. Something big, with a trio of thick, sucker-clad tentacles, broke the surface of the water not far off before disappearing back into the fetid bog …

Door fifteen: We meandered down a dark alleyway that might’ve belonged in New York—towering buildings stretched high on either side of us, walls tagged with ample amounts of colorful graffiti. It could’ve been New York, except the landscape seemed to shift and blur and bleed on the edges, concealing half-seen shadow-folk who coolly regarded us with invisible eyes … 

Despite the odd and often foreboding locations—each filled with enough high-octane nightmare fuel to power a terror-themed amusement park—we actually did alright until the last junction. 

“Oh no. Oh no. Oh no,” Darlene mumbled as we stood in the center of the final Cubiculi. “I can’t remember if it’s six or sixteen.” She shifted her gaze back and forth between the two identical doorways, one plump hand rubbing constantly at her face. One of those Ways would lead to Washington DC, while the other could take us literally anywhere, and getting lost in the Doors would suck more than an Oklahoma Twister. 

Take the wrong door and we’d be forced to fight our way from terrible dimension to terrible dimension until we eventually stumbled upon some location one of us recognized or were murdered and disemboweled. You know, whichever came first. 

Probably that second one.

She stopped rubbing at her face and laced her hands behind her neck, squeezing her eyes shut. After a time she shook her head, mouth screwing up in a grimace. “I’m sorry—I just can’t remember. It’s a coin toss.” She seemed to fold in on herself at the words.

I shrugged. 

Fifty-fifty wasn’t bad odds, not in my line of work. 

And hell, I’ve always been one lucky son of a bitch—all magi are. Besides, we were due a break. So far we’d gotten the shit end of the stick over and again, so things had to even out eventually, right? I pulled a quarter from my pocket. 

Heads, door six. Tails, door sixteen. 

I flicked the coin into the air, letting it tumble and spin lazily before catching it with my hand, fingers folding around the cool metal. I opened my palm. George Washington stared at me in profile—noble, honest George Washington, who could never tell a lie. Could there possibly be a better omen, considering we were headed to Washington, DC? Door six, then.

I slid the quarter back into my pocket and made for our exit—

I came to a herky-jerky halt after only a few steps. Scrawled across the surface of the door in soft glowing purple was a single word: No.

Suddenly, my mouth was dry—the moisture seemed to have migrated to my palms, which were slick with perspiration. I glanced toward Darlene, searching for any sign that she saw the ghostly lettering. But no. She was staring at door six, hands still intertwined behind her neck, and it was clear she noticed nothing out of the ordinary.

That way lies death, disciple. The words floated up from my subconscious like a faint echo. 

This is bullshit, I thought. I never gave you permission, Azazel. 

I need no permission. You are my host—and, for my purposes a good host—so I will not see you lost. Not yet …

The voice faded, died, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

“So which way?” Darlene asked, sounding utterly defeated and forlorn. 

I hesitated a moment more. 

I hated to trust the advice of a friggin’ demon, but Kong—a Sasquatch and the former Guardian of the Seal—had told me in no uncertain terms that the demonic essence was bound to protect the host from mortal danger. Some kind of divine mandate that ensured the Seal’s safety. I cleared my throat and jabbed at the other door, sixteen. “Let’s try that one,” I said, banishing the uncertainty from my voice. 

She nodded and followed after me as I stepped through the ominous black slab of stone …

I stumbled onto the grassy shore of a wide river. Off to the right a hulking bridge of arched stone, studded with lamp posts, stretched across the wide, meandering river. The Arlington Memorial Bridge. In the distance was a spike of white stone, thrusting toward the purple sky, which was quickly dwindling to black as sunset gave way to true night. The George Washington Monument. 

Holy shit, we’d made it. Somehow, impossibly, we’d made it.

The golden tether trailed away from me, tracing its way across the Potomac, though stopping midway. The next door hung suspended over the surface of the water, waiting for us. I dismissed the door, though. We were here. In a few minutes the trail would dissipate and vanish, taking the door—which only Darlene and I could see—with it. Gone.

Thank God. I let out a deep sigh of relief, then flopped down onto my ass, the green grass soft beneath me. 

For now, at least, we were safe. Away from the Guild, away from the assassin, away from the Cubiculi ex Ostia with its shadow worlds. Still, I felt a pang of unease in my gut as Azazel’s words rang in my head, I need no permission. Yeah, we’d escaped, but would I ever really be safe with that dickhead demon hanging out in my head? For that, I had no answer. 
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 I hammered at the mahogany door marked with a brass 7C, the number placard polished to a low gleam; the thud, thud, thud reverberated down the wide hallway. The place was devoid of life. Not that I expected to see anyone, not past 10:00 PM in a nice, respectable place like this. And it was a respectable place, that much you could tell even at a glance: Clean beige carpet, trimmed in muted green. White columns spaced at ten-foot intervals, holding fashionable wall lamps shedding warm caramel light. Boring corporate artwork dotted the hallway, illuminated by recessed lighting buried in the wall panels. 

 The third floor of an upscale condominium complex in Dumfries—just a few minutes outside Quantico.

 I looked as out of place here as a dirt-caked hobo marching through the fancy-pants door of Saks on Fifth Ave. I mean, these condos had to run three hundred thousand dollars each, and were home to mostly white collar types. Professionals. Business folk. The upwardly mobile. I, by contrast, was a delinquent gambler, blues-hound, and former wet-works man who basically lived in the back of an El Camino with a camper shell. I was leaving a damp puddle of brackish swamp water on the carpet and trying not to bleed on everything. 

I’m pretty sure my very presence in the building was actually causing the property value to depreciate. 

Hell, if it wasn’t for the amped-up glamour I was holding in place—making sure any curious residents didn’t notice my unsavory presence—I’m sure a squad of police officers would already be descending on us in full SWAT gear with shotguns drawn.

I pounded again, thump, thump, thump, hoping Ferraro was home and not out on some assignment. 

Once we’d cleared the final Door to DC, I’d tried to call her only to find my phone both dead and in a questionable state of repair—the screen crushed, most of the keys broken, water dripping from the casing. Naturally, I didn’t have her number memorized, because I’m a moron with very little foresight. So instead of just calling, Darlene and I “borrowed” a car—and when I say “borrow,” I mean “stole” from the parking lot of a seedy strip joint—and drove down instead. 

If she wasn’t home, I’d just have to break in and wait for her to turn up, but I wasn’t going to break in until I was absolutely, positively, one million percent certain she wasn’t in.

Crashing her pad uninvited was a damned good way to end up with a face-full of military-grade pepper spray or, even worse, a gutful of 9 mil slugs. Yeah, no thanks on either account. 

 I saw a flash of movement behind the peephole, then heard a muffled string of Italian swear words. 

The door opened, though only a few inches—the security chain stayed firmly in place—and out came the black barrel of a Glock. I dropped my eyes down as a devilish grin broke across my face. Not that I like having a gun pointed at me, mind you, but it felt good to know she was taking the security precautions I’d taught her to heart. Lots of things in Outworld could assume a person’s appearance, so you could never be too careful. 

 “What did I cook you on our first date?” she asked, squinting at me, most of her body still hidden behind the thick wooden door.

 “Well,” I said after a pause to think, “I guess that would have to be the spaghetti you whipped up for me at the Farm—but I’m not sure I’d consider that our first date. More like an impromptu, on-the-lam survival cookout. All just semantics, I guess.”

 “Jerk,” she muttered, then nodded toward Darlene, loitering in the hall behind me. “And her? She okay?”

 I nodded. “She’s my Guild appointed supervisor.”

 Ferraro eyed Darlene, appraising her long and hard, lips quirking into a ghost of a smile. She knew exactly how I felt about authority in general and Guild authority in particular, so I could just imagine how entertaining it would be to see me humbled before someone like Darlene. A doughy, paper-pushing desk jockey with negative thirteen field experience. “Your Guild appointed supervisor.” She was definitely smiling now, even if you needed a microscope to find it. 

 “It’s a long story,” I said, a flare of annoyance and anger bubbling up, “and we need your help.” I gingerly held up my left arm and gently slid back the sleeve of my leather jacket, revealing the bloody skin and jagged teeth marks. “Had a dustup on the way here. Could use some Bactine and a little Duct tape.”

 Her eyebrows seemed to climb into her hairline as she surveyed the mangled flesh. “Managia. Bactine?” She said it more like an accusation than a question. “You need a doctor and fifty stitches.” The Glock disappeared and the chain clattered, falling against the frame as the door swung inward. “Come on in. Go sit on the couch. Try not to stain anything. I’ll get the first aid kit,” she said, before offering me her back and stalking off into an adjoining room. 

 I pushed my way in and motioned for Darlene to follow, wincing at the movement, then headed for the couch—a dark gray three-piece thing with a spattering of designer throw pillows and a chaise jutting out on the far end. I took stock of my clothes: damp, muddy, stained with blood and other assorted fluids from all over Outworld. After a moment, I peeled off my jacket—taking great care with my battered arm and shoulder—before likewise sliding out of my jeans, leaving me in black boxer briefs and my stained undershirt. 

 “Mage Lazarus,” Darlene said, averting her gaze with a shocked gasp. 

 “Anyone that’s saved my ass from murderous sea-folk gets to call me Yancy, okay?” Then, without further ceremony or comment, I shuffled over to the couch and retrieved a fuzzy black blanket neatly draped over one couch arm and wrapped it around my shoulders, pulling it closed with a clenched fist. “At least she can wash the blanket,” I offered by way of explanation, before plopping down onto the padded sofa, a groan escaping my lips. 

 I pressed my eyes shut, leaning my head back, letting the oversized cushions cradle my neck. Amazing. When I finally opened my eyes again, though, I noticed Darlene was still standing in the entryway, swaying from reluctant foot to reluctant foot. “Stop standing there, already,” I said. “You’re in shock, Darlene, and I know you’ve got to be friggin’ exhausted. I’m friggin’ exhausted. So come in, grab a seat”—I nodded at a stiff-looking black love seat against the wall—“take a load off. We’re safe for a while. It’s time to relax. Recuperate.”

 She assessed the sofa for a moment, then seemed to melt a little, as though finally realizing we weren’t in imminent danger of being murdered horribly. “You know, maybe I will have a seat,” she agreed, dragging her feet as she stumble-lurched for the couch. She flopped down, legs out, head back, then closed her eyes—a mirror of my own posture. She wasn’t asleep, but even at a glance she looked happy. Well, maybe happy isn’t the right word. More relieved, I suppose. 

Despite my pain and hurt and anger, I grinned. Poor lady was goofy as hell and in way, way, way over her head, but there was something irritatingly likeable about her. Endearing.

 I settled back into my seat, letting the cushions draw me in deeper and deeper as I absently scanned the condo through heavy-lidded eyes.

This wasn’t the first time I’d been here, not even the second or third, but I was always taken aback by how little it seemed to reflect the woman who called this place home. It was nice, sure. Neutral cream-colored walls, dark wood floors, a hardwood coffee table, several bookcases filled with unread books—you could tell they were merely decorations by the perfect spines staring out at the world. The appliances were all new and clean. Hardly used. 

Everything about her pad screamed sterile. 

 Her home was a little like the corporate office paintings hanging in the hallway: nice, professional, boring. The place almost looked staged, like the kind of empty home a realtor uses to convince people to buy, buy, buy. As much as this condo was Ferraro’s, it wasn’t really her home. She was in the field all the time, I knew, running assignments and missions, traveling wherever the job took her. Though she would never, ever admit it, Ferraro was a lot like me. Living out of hotels or catching a wink in a car as often as spending a night in her own bed.

 She was basically a traveling homeless person with a very expensive storage locker for her shit.

 Ferraro walked back in a second later, banishing any other thought as I tracked her movements. She was a good-looking woman. Better than good-looking, even. Tall, just shy of six feet, with medium-length black hair tied back into a tight ponytail. Strong features, Mediterranean complexion, chestnut eyes, sharp as daggers, and enough athletic muscle to give me pause. I was used to seeing her in either professional business attire—dark pantsuits, say—or tactical wear suitable for a SWAT officer. 

Now, however, she was sporting a pair of navy pajama pants and a baggy white T-shirt that looked a size too big for her. One of my shirts, from the last time I’d slept over.

She came over and eased down next to me with a first aid kit in hand. Though this wasn’t your standard first aid kit—you know, the little red pouch you stow under your sink or in some dusty drawer. Nope, this sure as shit wasn’t that. Her med kit was the size of a backpack—MOLLE webbing ran over the front, dotted with modularized pouches filled with assorted tools. This beast looked like a heavy-duty Corpsman kit, the kind of bag a doc might take into a no-shit combat zone. 

Lady takes her first aid very seriously.

She unzipped the main medical pouch and set about pulling out various items, placing them neatly on the table. A bottle of iodine, followed by a meaty pair of trauma shears, several packages of gauze, medical tape, a curved needle, suture thread, and a first aid bandage. Her eyes flashed from my arm to my blistered shoulder. With a muted tsk, she added a burn dressing package to the growing pile of medical supplies.

“You look like shit, Yancy,” she said, giving me a sidelong glance and frown, before picking up a cotton ball and dousing it with a stream of iodine. Working with efficient, dexterous fingers, she took my arm and began dabbing at the wounds. I grimaced, shifting uncomfortably from the pain as orange iodine stained the myriad of lacerations, and she wiped the dried blood away. After a few minutes and a growing pile of used cotton balls, she nodded her approval and stood, then headed over to the kitchen.

She came back a few minutes later with a couple of Vicodin and a bottle of Gentleman Jack. She passed both to me without a word, then picked up the curved needle. Time for stitches. Yay. 

I downed the pain pills with a huge gulp of Jack—followed by several more gulps for good measure—then braced myself as she began to work, curved needle dipping down, digging into my flesh, pulling my skin shut. She worked in focused silence for a few minutes before finally speaking. 

“Did a bear maul you?” Her tone was stern, serious. I couldn’t tell if she was joking. 

I gave the jagged teeth marks a once-over. Honestly, a bear mauling was a pretty good guess. And hell, it was just as likely an explanation as what actually happened, which is always a sure sign your life has jumped the tracks at some point.

 “That’s a helluva guess,” I replied through gritted teeth, “but no. Guess what did this in two, and dinner’s on me.”

She paused, bottom lip protruding in a quizzical pout as she thought. “One of those evil unicorns,” she offered at last, still deadly serious, which sounds funny but isn’t. 

Whenever I tell people I have night terrors about unicorns they always laugh, but that’s only because they’ve never seen one of those suckers. Bastards are as big as rhinos—all beefy muscle, pebbled hide, and burning eyes, with a single twisted spike of ebony, sharper than a surgeon’s scalpel. Plus, they’re more vicious than a SS Officer on a bender. Smart, too. 

I shook my head. “Naw. They have flat teeth. If it was a unicorn, you’d be looking for deep punctures, like a knife attack. That, or tons of blunt force trauma, since they like to get you underfoot, then line dance on your torso.”

She grunted noncommittally, completely involved in her grisly work. After several more minutes of quiet, she exchanged the needle for sections of sterile gauze, which she lightly laid over the wounds, securing them in place with strips of paper tape. “So, not a bear and not a nightmare unicorn. Kraken?” she asked offhandedly. “That’s a real thing, right?” 

I snorted, my arm jiggling, which hurt like a punch to the groin. “Most things are real things, but no, this wasn’t that. A Kraken wouldn’t have left enough of me to fill a thimble. This was done by a type of supernatural wolf called a Gwyllgi.” I waved my good hand through the air, it’s not important.

“Stop moving,” she said, pinning me in place with a steely-eyed glare. “This is hard enough without you flopping all over the place like a dying fish.” She secured the last bit of tape in place, then snatched up the first aid wrap. “And why, pray tell, was a Gwyllgi munching on your arm?”

“Long story,” I replied, “but we’ll get there.”

She nodded, not pushing me. That’s one of the things I love about her—she knows when to let silence do the talking. 

“What about that shoulder?” she asked clinically, finishing up on my forearm. “You fall asleep with a cigarette again? I’ve warned you about smoking in bed.” Her eyebrows were knotted together in concentration, but that had been a weak attempt at humor.

 “No,” Darlene’s voice came, “no, that was me. Just a little accident,” she finished, blushing a deep crimson. 

 Ferraro glanced over to the woman occupying the love seat. “Right. And who are you again? Aside from his supervisor, I mean? As a general rule of thumb, I like to know who I’m getting mixed up with, so maybe you could give me a few details about yourself.”

 “I completely understand,” Darlene said, sitting up a bit straighter in her seat, primly adjusting her wrinkled and bloody shirt. “I’m Darlene Drukiski, with the Judges Office. And before we get any further, I just wanted to say thank you so much for allowing us to use your home. It’s been one heck of a night”—her eyes looked a little wild when she said that, as though she could see all the craziness on the horizon—“Gwyllgi. Mermaids. Outworld jungles …” She shivered a little. “Glad that’s behind us. Also, on a completely unrelated note, I just wanted to say you have an absolutely gorgeous home. Really.”

 “Thank you,” Ferraro replied tersely, eyeing the babbling Judge like she was something totally alien and unfamiliar.

 “Do you have a cleaning service?” Darlene forged on. “I’ve considered that, but can’t afford it on my salary. I wish I could get my house to look like this, though. I’ve got two kids, twelve and eight, so it seems like no matter how much I do, my house perpetually looks like Godzilla just rampaged through.” She snorted at her own joke.

 Ferraro leaned away from me and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Those are not the details I’m looking for. “You’re with the Judges Office, but why are you here? Why does Yancy have a supervisor dogging his heels in the first place?” 

 “Oh that.” She grimaced and seesawed her head. “Well, I’m here in sort of a support capacity—really to supervise him as one of the conditions of his parole.”

 “Parole,” Ferraro said flatly.

 “Uh-huh. On account of all the various crimes he’s committed, though obviously he’s been pardoned—”

 “What crimes?” Ferraro cut her off, freezing her with an icy glare cold enough to cause frostbite. “Doesn’t he work for you guys? For the Guild?”

 “Well,” Darlene continued tentatively, a woman walking on eggshells. “He did work for us. But when he left the Guild, he technically became a deserter, so all the assignments he’s conducted since leaving in 1998 are—according to the CCGJ—considered unauthorized acts of vigilantism. And vigilante acts are, obviously, illegal. He was looking at fifty years in prison, but that sentence has been commuted. Instead, he’s going to work off his prison term in the Judges Office.”

 “So, let me see if I have this straight,” Ferraro replied, voice a low growl, eyes squinting, fingers now dabbing at my wounded shoulder a tad too forcefully. “He’s been tried for saving innocent lives, because the Guild didn’t first authorize him to save those lives?”

 A tense, awkward silence enveloped us.

 “Technically? Yes,” Darlene finally squeaked. “But, like I mentioned, he’s been conditionally pardoned in exchange for future services rendered to the Guild. I’ll admit, formally stripping him of his rank was a bit unfair, but the rules are the rules, dontcha know,” she offered with a shrug. “Anyway, that’s where I come in. The arch-mage personally assigned me to oversee this mission.”

 “You’re his babysitter,” Ferraro said, the sentence an accusation.

 “No, no, not at all,” Darlene said, fingers fidgeting nervously at the crease in her dirty slacks. “Though I guess it might look like that from a certain angle, I suppose.”

 Ferraro opened her mouth, and I could tell she was about to lay into Darlene—it was in the lines of her body, the set of her shoulders, the scowl on her face—which wasn’t totally fair. Darlene was a pawn of some higher level bureaucratic bullshit, and she didn’t deserve the blame. Not entirely.

 “It’s not her fault,” I said preemptively before Ferraro could rip her to pieces with an ass-chewing of epic proportions. I faltered, aghast that I was actually defending a Guild red-tape-warrior. “She’s—she’s just doing her job,” I finished in a disgruntled whisper. 

 Ferraro’s eyes narrowed in disbelief. “Judge Drukiski,” she said, voice sharp as my K-Bar. “Could you give us a minute in private?” 

 Confusion flashed across the Judge’s face, but then she nodded and stood, swaying slightly on her feet. “Gosh, I suppose I could do with a splash of water on my face. Where’s the restroom?” 

 Ferraro jerked a thumb toward a hallway behind her. “First door on the right,” she said.

Darlene gave the FBI agent her most winning, dimple-cheeked smile, then strode off.

 Ferraro tended to my wounds in silence until the soft click of the bathroom door floated to us. “So three questions,” she said without preamble. “First, what’s the real deal with her?”

 I shrugged. Scowled in a flash of pain. “She’s just an office worker who got caught up in something much bigger than her. A goody two-shoes with no field experience. She’s pretty by the book, which is worrisome, but she’s also an alright person. I think we can trust her. She might be a little ditzy, but she understands what’s at stake here. She knows what happens if we fail.”

 Ferraro nodded, clearly not happy but seemingly mollified by my answer. Then her faced softened. “That’s a load of BS,” she said, “the way they busted you down like that. You’re too good for them.” She patted my cheek fondly. “I’m not sure how to phrase my second question.” She leaned away, staring at me in a moment of thoughtful silence. 

 “You look awful,” she finally said, motioning toward the ferocious punctures in my arm—“but you should look worse. I know wounds, and these? They look a week old instead of a few hours old. What’s going on?”

 She knew about Azazel’s presence in my head, and knew there were dangers associated with being a Seal Bearer. Her question, though delivered without accusation, held the faint ring of indictment. Are you still in there, Yancy? it seemed to ask. Are you still you?

 “I don’t have an answer for you,” I replied, refusing to meet her gaze, “but I think it’s the demon. Me and Cassius are doing every conceivable thing I can think of to keep him contained, but his essence is still seeping out. Kong told me something like this could happen. The demons are bound to try and preserve the life of their hosts. Even though we have Azazel’s influence down to a trickle, I think he’s using that trickle to heal me. Which is awesome, right up until he breaks free and takes control of my body. Turns me into a friggin’ meat-puppet, which, trust me, I am not lookin’ forward to.” 

She pursed her lips into a thin line, worry creasing her forehead, then nodded. “Always more complications,” she said after a beat. “We’ll figure something out. Last question. What in the hell have you gotten yourself into now? I assume this has to do with the Seals? But the Guild? How do they fit in?”

I began to fill her in on the nitty-gritties. 

First, I recounted my trial before the Guild, then launched into the scant details on the Fourth Seal, before breezing through the assassination attempt and our narrow escape through the Chamber of Doors. And, because Ferraro was a helluva FBI agent and a damn better investigator than I could ever hope to be, she stopped me every now and again to ask questions or dig out information that I’d thought too irrelevant to share. 

She was so competent, so cool and efficient, that I found myself counting my lucky stars she was on my side. Hadn’t always been that way—before teaming up in a dynamic duo of badassery, she’d hunted me relentlessly for the better part of four years, before finally cornering me in an interrogation room in Wyoming. That’d been our first real job together. Glad those days were behind us.

“Well,” she said as I finally fell silent, “we need to get to the arch-mage’s contact before someone kills him and the trail goes cold.” She exhaled, blowing out her cheeks, then ran a hand through her sleep-tousled hair. “That’s the only thing to do. But you and Darlene need a few hours to rest, first. To recover. You’ll be effectively useless in the state you’re in now. 

“So, go shower”—she sniffed at me, her lips curling in distaste—“then head into my room and try to sleep. Oh, and keep that bandaging dry—I don’t want to redo it if I don’t have to. In the meantime, I’ll brief Darlene, get her settled down, then I’ll make a few calls and get a go-bag ready.”

“Whoa there, lady-pants,” I replied, grabbing her hand in mine. “I think maybe you should sit this one out. This attack inside Guild headquarters can only mean the traitor is either getting more desperate or they’re preparing to move openly. That’s bad news no matter how you look at it. Things are gonna get more dangerous, not less.”

Instead of softening, her face hardened with resolve, her eyes transforming into angry thunderclouds, threatening fierce and terrible destruction. 

“Listen to me, Yancy. Samuel. Lazarus.” She said my name like she was laying charges out against me. “I don’t need protecting. Do you understand that? I know the dangers ahead of us. I know we may not make it back. I know what the stakes are—and knowing what those stakes are, how could you possibly expect me to sit it out? To do nothing? Mark me, one way or another, I’m in this until the end. I’m not going to watch you march off to battle with an untrained rookie at your six. Now go get some sleep, you knuckle-dragger. It’s going to be a long couple of days.” 

I gave her a halfhearted grin, devoid of any real life or warmth. Deep down, my guts rolled in worry. 

Way back in the day, when I’d still been a young buck fresh out of Nam, I’d left my family, abandoned my wife and my boys. I’d just come back from combat. Just come home from watching my friends die at the hands of an ancient godling. I’d just come home with strange abilities, with the Vis pumping through my blood, threatening to kill everyone I loved if I didn’t get my power under control. So, on the advice of the Guild, I’d left ’em. 

Packed a sea bag, tossed it into the back of a beat-to-shit ’66 Toyota Stout—paint peeling, shocks shot, windows cracked—and drove away. 

Disappeared.

It’d been a tough decision, and one I always regretted, but deep down I’m still convinced it was the right one. In my world, close relationships were only weaknesses waiting to be exploited. If I’d stayed with my family, they would’ve been a target. Someone would’ve found them. Would’ve used them against me—I’d seen it happen to plenty of magi in the Guild, men and women too weak to do what needed doing.

Not that I’m judging, not exactly. Shit, years later, I broke my own rules and let Ailia in, which’d been so good. Nine brief years of happiness. Then, in an eyeblink, the Morrigan took her from me. Took her because I’d been too soft, too weak, to do what I should’ve done.

And now? Now, I was doing it again. Allowing history to repeat itself. 

I’d walled my heart off, but somehow Ferraro had managed to drop-kick her way through my defenses. What if something happened to her? Losing Ailia had almost killed me—I spent years living at the bottom of a bottle, shuffling mindlessly through life. Eating, drinking, sleeping, travelling, all in a muddy, booze-induced haze. Could I weather that storm again?

I pushed myself to shaky legs and wobbled my way to the bathroom, trying to put those dark thoughts from my mind.




 

 

 

 

 

 

TEN:
 

Hub-Side
 

 
 

Ferraro, Darlene, and I stepped into a rank alley, not more than a couple feet wide, located in the heart of Little Bangkok, Hub-side, which, despite the name, wasn’t so little at all. A million residents, easy, and that didn’t account for whatever lived below, in the twisting sewers and the endless, cavernous passageways beneath the city streets. Dark stretched out behind us, but the alley opening ahead was aglow with light. Hypothetically, it should’ve been day, but in the Hub it’s never really day. It’s never really night, either. The sky overhead was a muddy brown mixed with swirls of deep, rusty red, which cast everything in a weak perpetual twilight. 

Always and forever muddy, ugly twilight.

Ferraro had let Darlene and I sleep for six hours before rousing us. We’d hit the road after that, snagging a bite to eat and a couple gallons of gas station joe—the only thing keeping me going—before setting out on a three-hour drive south to Norfolk. Once more, Darlene’s seemingly unending knowledge of procedure and the field operations manual turned out to be a pretty awesome asset. In order to gain safe passage into the Hub, you need to know where the entryways happen to be, and there are literally thousands of those suckers scattered in cities and towns all over the country. 

All over the world. 

But she had an almost encyclopedic knowledge of their various locations and led us to a spot which let out right into Little Bangkok. The entryway ended up being tucked away behind an Applebee’s off of Portsmouth Boulevard in Norfolk.

Unfortunately, Darlene’s memory didn’t extend to the Hub itself. I had the location of our target committed to memory—a temple called Wat Naga Thong—but I wasn’t sure how exactly to get there. 

The Hub’s a big friggin’ place, after all, and even knowing it was in Little Bangkok didn’t help a whole helluva lot. But as long as we could snag a Tuk-tuk or a trio of motorcycle taxis, we’d track it down easy enough. The taxi drivers in Little Bangkok were moderately terrifying and more than moderately reckless, but they could get you where you needed to go, and they could get you there fast. Riding with one of those guys was like riding shotgun with Speed Racer, if Speed Racer were blindfolded and strung out on caffeine pills.

“This way,” I said over my shoulder, before trudging out to the alleyway entrance. The dark around us teemed with motion. Flutters of movement along the walls or in the open sewer drains, which I knew, without even looking, were either Ectopedes—lovingly referred to as Hub-roaches—street rats, or corpse toads. Something crunched underfoot, wet and juicy, and a heartbeat later something big ran over the toe of my boot then scuttled off into the night, chitinous legs rustling in a pile of garbage. 

Hub-roach. Definitely. And definitely disgusting.

I shivered in spite of myself, goosebumps breaking out over my arms and along my neck. I’m not a huge fan of bugs in general, and roaches absolutely gross me out to the friggin’ max—the only thing worse is centipedes—and the Hub-roaches were no joke. Nasty, hissing brown things, half a foot in length, strangely intelligent, and malicious. The Hub’s homeless population was always careful in the back alleys. If you were dumb enough to get shit-faced-drunk and passed out in the wrong place, the Hub-roaches might carry you off, down into the deep places, to eat you and fill you with their swarming young—not necessarily in that order. Which is maybe the most craptastic way to go. Ever.

I hurried my steps along, eager to leave the alley behind, and emerged on a narrow sidewalk bordering a street wide as a river, slick and gleaming black from a recent rain, and packed to the gills with traffic of all shapes and sizes. 

Cars and trucks puttered along at a laughably slow pace, horns blaring as they jockeyed for position. A toddler on a Big Wheel could go faster. Tuk-tuks—green, three-wheeled tricycles toting passengers in the back—weaved past, cutting wildly between the larger cars, in an often fruitless attempt to make better time. And the motorcycle taxis, mopeds in a multitude of hues, zipped by like a never-ending swarm of locusts, filling every nook and cranny of available road space. They zigged and zagged, darting in here, dropping back there, handlebars often brushing the door panels of nearby vehicles. 

Those, at least, hustled along at a good clip. 

I didn’t come to Little Bangkok often, but I’d walked these streets on a couple of occasions. It could be a fun place to visit, but sensory overload set in almost immediately. 

Glaring lights in a hundred hues assaulted you from every conceivable direction like a flamboyant gang of street thugs mugging your retinas. Signs in a multitude of languages advertised everything: women, men, meat, cleaning supplies, tech upgrades, human-skin handbags and belts. Then, there was the constant blare of traffic, the rumble of a thousand voices, the squawk of livestock—chickens, roosters, pigs—or the yowls of hungry cats and dogs, all mangy and scar laden. That racket was further intermixed with the cry of peddlers hoping to sell you fruit or food or massages or handmade brooms or cheap T-shirts. 

The sheer volume made me want to press my palms into my ears and shut out the noise. 

And then, there were the smells. Oh my God, the smells … 

I breathed deep, taking in the strange scent of the air, which was like no place else in the Hub. A hodgepodge of aromas all fought, Royal-Rumble-style, against each other in my nostrils: something sweet and tangy—fresh pineapple, cane sugar, and mangos—twirled and danced against the counterpoint of something sharp, spicy, and vaguely pungent—chili pepper, day-old fish, and the heady, garlic scent of sizzling meat. Underneath all of that were the smells of humanity, of exhaust and raw sewage, of unwashed bodies and old vomit. 

 “Something crawled over my foot,” Darlene said, breaking clear of the cramped alley. “Something big and slimy and disgusting.” She paused, mouth falling open as her gaze landed on the street running riot with lights and vehicles and oddball shops. “Amazing.” She looked around, head on a swivel, eyes drinking in everything they touched.

“You never been here before?” I asked, genuinely surprised. Sure, this wasn’t the kinda place a mild-mannered soccer mom would probably frequent on the reg, but it was the kinda place everyone should visit at least once. 

“Gosh no,” she replied, shaking her head. “No, no. Nope. Nope-a-rooney.” She ran her hands over the fabric of her pants, wiping her palms clean of imagined dirt. “Generally, I try to avoid the Hub. Every year the Council holds the United Peace-Accord Talks—always hosts in the Hub, though, since a lot of the attendees can’t gain access to Inworld—but they always book a hotel in the …” She paused, nose scrunching up in distaste. 

“Well, the nicer districts,” she finished weakly. “Other than that, though, I stay away. You wouldn’t believe the number of incident reports I read every year, tied to the Hub. The organ trade. The black market. Hit squads. Unauthorized body augmentation. That awful auction every year—there are hundreds of deaths each year, directly or indirectly tied to the things sold at that auction. I’ve managed just fine without all this.”

 “Cities like this are always home to the darker elements of society,” Ferraro said, sliding up in between us, hands settling on her hips, eyes narrowed like an Old West gunslinger surveying Main Street at high noon. She looked a little like a gunslinger, too, albeit a futuristic one. Her Glock sat at her hip, and she’d donned dark, tactical cargo pants and a black, modular flak jacket. Several pouches dotted the front of the vest, presumably filled with grenades or extra rounds. A mean looking assault shotgun rode her back, slung cross-body with a tactical sling. “And the Hub is the absolute worst. Place still gives me nightmares.”

As though to emphasize her point, a man—at least I think it was a man—strutted by. His upper body and face were human, though his hair was colored in brilliant shades of metallic blues and purples and greens. His lower body, on the other hand, was that of some otherworldly bird: long, double-jointed legs, tipped with ruby talons and covered with the stunning plumage of a peacock. The creature bobbed its head at us, the movement pigeon-like, then he uttered an oddly harmonic, “Good evening.”

“Still,” Ferraro continued after a brief shake of her head, “you’ll find unsavory elements in any community if you’re willing to look hard enough for it. That’s one of the things I’ve learned as a special agent. There’s no such thing as a sleepy town. The weirdness is just buried under the surface a little further.”

 “But this place is so … so awful. All the terrible shops, all the god-awful monsters,” Darlene replied, staring after the bird man, which I thought was called a kinnara.

“You’re right,” Ferraro replied evenly, “but in some ways you’re also wrong. The Hub is a terrifying place, but in some ways it’s easier, too. Here”—she waved a hand toward the street, toward the craziness—“everything’s out in the open. Everyone wears what they are on their sleeve. Everything’s plain. Humans can be just as bizarre as any of these creatures, we’re just better at covering up our eccentricities, which is just as scary in its own way.” 

We lapsed into thoughtful silence … Well, silence apart from the racket all around us.

“Well, we’re on a time crunch,” Ferraro finally said, clapping her hands together, “so let’s get moving.”

“Right.” I bobbed my chin. “A regular cab in this traffic could take us hours to get where we need to go, so we’re gonna be taking motorcycle taxis.” I hooked a thumb toward a line of mopeds loitering at the mouth of a street not far away. Each driver wore a bright orange vest, most stained and well worn, marking them as certified members of the Transport Union. Now, that might not sound like much, but being a certified T.U. member was actually a big deal. In the Hub, going places—pretty much anywhere, anytime, for any reason—was potentially a life-threatening endeavor.

But if you got into the cab—or in our case, on the back of a rickety moped—of someone with the Transport Union, you were more or less guaranteed to make it to your destination without being drugged, sold into slavery, or carved up for spare parts. Which, as far as guarantees go, is pretty groovy, since I don’t know a single person who digs being roofied, slave-traded, or dismembered. 

I hustled over to the motorcycle queue, glanced up at the street name in case we needed to head back this way—Prachrat-bum-phen Soi 12. Try saying that five times fast—and waved down the first man in line. 

It took a few minutes of discussion, made all the more difficult by the language barrier, before I was reasonably certain he knew where I wanted to go. The driver, in turn, informed the next two taxi drivers in line and, in short order, each of us was loaded up on a different scooter. Ferraro and Darlene were both carted away in a blink, their miniature motorbikes slipping into oncoming traffic with practiced ease, then rocketing off into the ever-flowing river of car lights. 

My driver, a short guy with an overlarge helmet, which for some reason had Hello Kitty ears glued on, took a few minutes longer to get settled in. So, I pulled out my iPod, popped in the earbuds, and set the player to random. By the time we got on the road, Ferraro and Darlene were already long out of sight, but I put them from mind as I grasped the back of my seat and let the road envelop me. 

Since I left the Guild back in ’98, I’ve basically lived on the open road, meandering across the rolling expanse of America, hopping from town to town, bar to bar, motel to motel, without any thought beyond my next meal or my next gig. A rambler. A traveler. A vagrant. Call it what you will. It was the retirement I’d never really planned on, but which was somehow sweet all the same. I suppose it was sweet, because it was the retirement Ailia had always wanted for us. True, it was lonely at times, but everything in life has its price. 

All of that is to say, I love being on the road—there’s something so freeing about having the asphalt beneath you and the future wide open in front of you.

That freedom was a beautiful thing. And though I knew my future wasn’t wide open, not anymore, I was able to forget everything for a spell while I rode the back of that moped, cruising through the dusky twilight. The muggy, humid air whipped against my face as a sea of light and life raced past me on either side. For a time, even if only a few scant minutes, I was my own man again. Utterly free. Released from the endless worries and crushing weight of responsibility. I closed my eyes against the stinging wind and drifted, letting my mind shut off as music filled my ears. 

“Bad Moon Rising,” a Creedence Clearwater classic, gave way to a jaunty number, “Not Worthy,” by this slick tongued Italian kid named Jack Savoretti. Smooth piano riffs, sweet and sad, worked in counterpoint against the strumming of an old acoustic guitar, the bass pounding out a rock-steady thrum, pushing the song along. 

My heart ached, listening to that music, and I was temporarily transported back to old days, better days, youthful days, which is a magic far more impressive than anything I can do. For a spell, I was young again, or younger, at least. Just some stupid kid in Okinawa, drinking beer with my buddies and screwing around at this shit hole bar, Eddie’s Place—everyone called it The Cave—where you could order a literal punch bowl full of liquor. 

Back to the days when I was still married and happy. Back before the Vis and the Guild. Back before all the hurts and betrayals had piled up like a sink full of filthy dishes, stinking up the house, demanding to be dealt with. Back when the weight of the world was far, far, far from my shoulder. When I was invincible, immortal, and the scariest monsters in the world were Vietnamese guerillas, waiting to blow me to pieces. 

God, that seemed like a different life. 

The ride was far too short.

Before I knew it, my driver was angling left, slashing through the ebb and flow of traffic—followed by a chorus of angry shouts and sporadic honks—eventually coming to a halt in front of what I could only assume was my destination. Both Ferraro and Darlene were already cooling their heels on the sidewalk out front, so this had to be the place. I pulled the earbuds out, slipped my iPod away, and paid the man with a handful of crumpled bills dug from my pocket. 

The cab driver zoomed away the second I was off the seat, quickly swallowed by the sea of amber headlights and crimson taillights. Gone.

“Is this the right place?” Ferraro asked, canting her head toward the building off to her right. 

Our location did look awfully strange compared to the places neighboring it on every side. Wat Naga Thong resembled something transplanted from a different age. An age decidedly contrary to the faux glitz and neon glamour of the rest of Little Bangkok. A massive spire of gold, like an inverted top, jutted up into the murky sky overhead, flanked on either side by wooden buildings—their walls adorned with intricately wrought swirls of gold. Multitiered roofs, studded with bladelike projections fashioned to resemble serpent heads, protruded from the eaves.

 “Must be,” I replied. “Wat Naga Thong is supposed to be some sort of temple.” I gestured toward the weird building. “There weren’t any pictures in the case dossier, but this sure seems to fit the bill, and this is where the taxi drivers brought us.”

“Oh, this is definitely it,” Darlene added. “After the arch-mage gave me the details, I took the liberty of looking the place up in the Guild library. Wat Naga Thong is the oldest Buddhist temple ever constructed in the Hub. It’s home to the monastic Order of the Middle Way, and is one of the largest repositories in the world on mystic teaching, enlightenment, and Theravada Buddhism. Our contact, Abbot Sodh, is the leader of this monastery.” She crinkled her nose and folded her hands together—a travel guide dispensing wisdom. 

“I don’t give a shit what it is,” I said. “Place could be the oldest fast-food chain in the Hub for all I care. The important thing to remember is we’re not the only folks interested in whatever info the abbot has to share.” 

“Which building do you think we should start with?” Ferraro asked, eyeing the temple proper, then the surrounding buildings in turn.

“I’m gonna go with door number three, Monty.” I pointed at the hulking golden dome in the middle. Some gut instinct told me that was where the abbot would be, which sucked worse than having your eyelids stapled shut, because there were about a gajillion stairs between us and the temple entryway. 

With a grumble, I set off. 

We climbed up and up and up for what felt like a slow and miserable lifetime. At several points, I sorta wished those damned Gwyllgi had just finished me off in my sleep—nice and peaceful—which would’ve saved me from what amounted to my own personal version of hell. Friggin’ stairs. We weren’t living in the Dark Ages anymore, dammit. Where was the escalator?

“Gosh,” Darlene groaned as we finally crested the last of the one million stairs leading to the top. She bent over, grabbing her knees as she pulled in labored breaths. “Feeling … that … in the … glutes,” she wheezed, followed by a long pause. “Jazzercise … did not … prepare me for that.” She paused again. “Really not looking forward to tomorrow,” she said, fingers working into her thighs. 

I snorted. “I’m right there with you, sister.” I plopped down onto my ass, taking a minute to catch my breath. Stairs are hard, okay, and the hot, muggy air didn’t make it any easier. Felt like I was breathing through a wet towel. “Getting too old for this bullshit. I’m gonna talk to the abbot about putting in an elevator. ’Cause seriously, this is awful.”

“Stop your whining,” Ferraro said, one hand on her cocked-out hip, the other resting on the butt of her Glock, not even a glimmer of sweat gracing her brow. “You”—she speared me with a hard look—“are not too old, you just need to lay off all the fatty foods—” 

“Life’s not worth living without fatty foods,” I protested.

“Seriously,” she said, steamrolling past my comment, “some days I can’t believe Lady Fate picked you to save the world. And who did the Guild send to keep you in check while you save the world? An overweight office worker who does Jazzercise and can’t beat a set of stairs.” She shook her head in utter disbelief, then muttered to herself. I heard the words “idiotic,” “incompetent,” “unprofessional,” and “lazy” more than a few times. A great FBI agent, but occasionally a little rough around the edges.

“You’re … preaching to the … choir,” Darlene replied in between ragged breaths.

 After a few more minutes of deep, labored breathing, I finally gained my feet, then shuffled over and helped Darlene up, grabbing her hands and dragging her upright with a grunt and a heave. 

 “You two ladies finally done playing grab-ass?” Ferraro asked, bringing around her shotgun. She slid back the pump, chambering a round with a soft clack. “If so, maybe we should talk strategy before we blunder in there. Come up with some kind of strategic game plan.”

 “What’re you thinking?” I asked, drawing my revolver from its holster, eyeing the cylinder, double-checking the rounds on instinct.

 “Well,” she said, “we don’t know what we’re up against here. There’s always a chance that someone beat us here, which means there could be hostiles waiting on the other side of that entryway.” She nodded toward a towering pair of double doors, which each looked as thick and sturdy as a bank vault. “And, even if we are the first ones here, there’s no guarantee this abbot is going to cooperate. So I say we breach and go in strong. Armed to the teeth and ready for anything that might be waiting for us.” 

 She pulled out a flashbang, a matte-black cylinder that looked like a beer can. A type of grenade, but not one meant to kill. A flashbang was a common breaching device that put out a shit-ton of light and sound that would disorient any potential bad guys for a few minutes. “Sound good?” she asked, holding the flashbang toward me.

 “Groovy,” I replied, taking the cylinder. “I’ll pop this and roll right, you go left. Darlene, you’re gonna bring up the rear. Good with that?”

 “Jiminy Christmas, this is intense,” she said. “Okay, okay. I can do this. I’m ready. I’m a warrior. Should I have a gun?” she asked abruptly. “Because it seems like maybe I should have a gun.” 

 Ferraro gave her a tight-lipped smile, then dug a small spray can of mace from her pocket. “Training wheels,” she said, then patted the woman on the shoulder. “And please try not to spray me.”

 “Alright, let’s go get us some answers,” I said, stacking up against the door.




 

 

 

 

 

 

ELEVEN:
 

Wat Naga Thong
 

 
 

I charged into the temple, hard on the heels of the detonating flashbang, pistol drawn in one hand while the weaves for a force javelin or friction shield waited in the other. I’d entered expecting trouble, or at least the possibility of trouble, but what I found waiting for me was anything but.

An octagonal chamber a thousand square feet, resplendent with so much gold even Donald Trump would’ve felt embarrassed. The walls were covered with beautifully detailed scenes of monks and monsters—some giving battle, others offering mercy—all in a sprawling tapestry of painted myth and legend. 

At the far side of the room, almost butting up against the wall, was a ginormous Buddha made of even more gold, sitting cross-legged, one arm raised in benediction, the other resting, palm open, in his lap. A small, peaceful smile graced his thin lips. Strangely, the giant Buddha was sitting on the coils of a monster cobra that reared above him, sheltering him with seven—yes, seven—hooded heads. Next to the statue was a huge brass bell, which shone with an otherworldly amber light like the soft blaze of a faraway star. 

More bells, all smaller, and each holding their own ambient glow, littered the room: Protruding from the walls on brass hooks. Suspended on hooks from the vaulted ceiling. Everywhere. 

It was the man, however, sitting before the huge statue, in a pose mirroring the Buddha behind him, that caught and held my attention. He had a brilliant orange robe wrapped around his body, leaving one brown shoulder bare. Beneath him was a thin, tightly woven rice mat, tatami, with a delicate tea set placed directly before him. He sipped slowly, carefully, from a tiny cup, apparently unconcerned by either the flashbang or the gun-wielding thugs invading his holy site. 

Three more identical cups, tiny white porcelain things, were arrayed in a semicircle before him, almost as though he were expecting guests. Three guests.

“You have no need for such weapons,” the man said, his voice clear but elderly, tinted with a Thai accent. He wasn’t a young man, that much was evident, but neither could I put an age to him. “You will find no trouble here.” He smiled, took a sip of tea, then added, “Not yet.” 

His eyes flickered to the wall behind us. I turned to find a clock of plain brown wood mounted above the door. “I know the business you are about and it is vital,” he said. “Vital. Of this there is no doubt. So come. Rest. Share a cup of tea with me as we reflect and I shall share a story with you. An old, old tale, forgotten to most, save me.”

Because this guy seemed about as harmless as a toothless kitten—and how rude would it have been to reject his invitation to tea?—I stowed my gun. I shared a brief look with Ferraro, who quirked an eyebrow then shrugged, likewise slinging her weapon. Darlene looked about as confused by the strange scene as I felt, but didn’t offer any protest either, so, with a grunt and a nod, I padded across the floor toward the monk. 

“Look, your royal monkness.” I dipped my head in an awkward bow. “As much as tea and story time sounds awesome—and believe me it sounds great, really—we’re sorta in a rush. There’s this other guy, a really bad dude, who’s probably on his way here right now. To kill us. To kill you. To end the world. That kind of thing.”

The monk shrugged one shoulder, took a sip of tea, smacked his lips, then waved one hand through the air. “This man who follows, you needn’t concern yourself with him. Not yet. Nor do you need to concern yourself with my safety.” A sad, knowing frown crept over his face, then disappeared in a blink. “You have come to hear of the Fourth Seal Bearer, yes?”

“That’s amazing,” Darlene said, mouth falling open in awe. “How did you know?”

The monk barked a laugh, a breezy sound like the wind rustling spring grass. “I like you very much.” He beamed at her. “Very different from these two, that much is clear, but you have a good heart. There is much insecurity in you. And fear. Of not being good enough. Of not being more. Of not being them”—he swept an arm toward me and Ferraro—“but you are you and that is good. All that we are is the result of what we have thought. And what you think, you become. I would know your name, child.”

Darlene scooted forward and dropped onto the mat, awkwardly folding her feet beneath her. “I’m Darlene, Darlene Drukiski, from the Guild of the Staff.” She extended a hand in greeting, but the monk just smiled, fine crow’s feet at the corner of his eyes, and shook his head. 

“It is not permitted,” he replied simply, “but I greet you in peace all the same, Darlene Drukiski from the Guild of the Staff. You and your companions both.”

Ferraro and I followed Darlene’s lead. She took a spot on the left, while I took a seat in the middle, directly across from the wizened abbot.

“Looks like you were waiting for us,” I commented, nodding toward the tea, though not picking up my cup. In my business, taking drinks from complete strangers—even friendly old monks—is a good way to end up choking to death on rat poison or worse.

“Indeed, I have been waiting for you,” he replied. “Though I do not know you, I have seen you three often in my dreams. Heralds, arriving to announce my death.” He paused, glancing up at the clock adorning the wall behind us. “Yes, the hour of my end draws near. Second by second, minute by minute, it creeps closer. It is around the corner, riding upon the shoulders of the man who follows after you. A man, both youthful and ancient, called the Savage Prophet by some.” 

Suddenly, I felt light-headed, the blood frozen in my veins, my stomach sinking as though someone had just drop-kicked me from the cargo hold of a C130 cruising along at 13,000 feet. Coming fast in the wake of that cocktail of emotional turmoil was anger. A red rage that flooded in on the edges of my vision.

The Savage Prophet. 

That’s what the monk had said. 

I’d heard that title—or was it some sort of formal name?—before, in a shadow version of a nightmarish Seattle. A nightmare future where the Big Bad pulling the strings behind this whole shitstorm had won. A nightmare future where I didn’t exist, because some shithead called the Savage Prophet had done me in.

“What did you say?” I demanded, voice a threatening growl which promised impending violence.

“Ah. I suspected you might know of this man,” the monk replied, unworried by the menace in my words or, apparently, his own approaching doom. He spoke the same way you might talk about a bit of bad weather rolling in. 

“His story, however,” the monk said, “is not mine to tell. Besides, I know little of it. What I do know”—he glanced up at the clock again—“is that he will arrive shortly. He and a companion. Then, he will murder me.” He tapped his heart lightly with one hand. “A noble death, though. Of all the ways to die, there are many worse. But that is my story and, though I’d gladly tell it, time is short and the story you must hear is that of my friend and master, Luang Phor Ong, guardian of the Seal of Death.”

“No.” Ferraro said, the word a whip-crack of command. “If there’s a killer on his way to this temple, we need to leave. Now. We can fight our way out if we have to, but it’d be better if we weren’t here at all.” The monk tried to speak, but Ferraro cut him off with an upraised hand. “Listen, you can tell us whatever stories you want once we’re clear of here, but I don’t make it a point of letting people get killed, not if I can stop it.”

She made a move to get up, but the monk didn’t. He sat as stoically and steadfastly as an old mountain stone. “Your passion for life is admirable. Truly. But I will not leave. I am the abbot, and my duty is to the temple. I will not abandon my post. Besides, even if I were to consent, which I will not, the cost would not be worth paying.”

He paused, lips turning up thoughtfully as he considered us. Almost as if he were deciding what to say, how much to tell us. “Ong,” he finally said, “was merciful enough to show me my death, but he has shown me this thing too: should I refuse my fate and walk away from this place, you three will die. All of you. And should you die, the world may well die with you. Fate is a tricky business, as delicate as a swaddled newborn, and betimes even the smallest change can have terrible consequences. My death tips the balance in favor of life. In favor of your lives. At least for a short time.”

“Listen to me, old-timer,” I snapped, patience slipping away, evaporating like boiling water. “You don’t even know us, and the last thing I need on my conscience is some geriatric monk dying for me. I’ve got enough friggin’ trouble sleeping as is.” 

“It is what must be, that is all,” the monk said, unconcerned. “Perhaps you think I fear death, but this is error. Even death is not to be feared by one who has lived wisely. Now, please drink with me as I tell you of my dear friend.”

Ferraro looked torn—a woman who genuinely didn’t know what the right thing to do was. But, at last, she plopped back down, though she kept stealing peeks toward the entryway.

“Drink.” He gestured toward the cups, and there was something oddly urgent in the motion. “It is an important ceremony, binding you as friends of the Wat. Drink.” He glanced at the huge bell, suspended by the Buddha, then motioned once more toward the tea.

With a sigh and an eye roll, I picked up my tiny cup, about the size of a shot glass, and downed the contents. The liquid was hot, but not too hot, and strong, though enjoyable. A little bitter, but tempered with a hint of mint. It hit my belly with a warm splash, and a pleasant heat spread out like a shot of good hooch, suffusing my limbs. I cocked an eyebrow, then let out a soft belch. “Not bad.” 

Ferraro and Darlene each eyed their glasses before taking small slugs.

“Good, good,” the abbot said as we drank, carefully running a hand over the creases in his robes. “Now, the first thing you must know is that Ong is not as other men are. Nor am I.” The monk’s features distorted, bubbling and bulging out. Sleek serpentine scales and green eyes, black slits running down the middle, showed briefly, but quickly disappeared, leaving only the human-seeming monk behind. 

“The initiates of our order are all Naga Lords,” he said, “descended from the mother of our kind, Kadru. Ong, though, is more. He is a king. Our king.” With deliberate care, he set down his minuscule teacup and swept an arm toward the Buddha statue behind him. The Buddha statue with a giant, seven-headed cobra looming over it.

“Yes,” the monk said, seeming to read the question in my mind. “That is Ong in his true form. But before you judge him on his appearance alone, let me show you a bit of his story.” 

He raised one hand into the air, palm up. A globe of brilliant light the size of a soccer ball, shifting through the hues of the rainbow, burst to life, spinning lazily above the monk’s hand. “In a time long forgotten by most, a time so ancient the reality has become legend and the legend, myth, my master dwelt in the lush untouched jungles of India.”

The orb took shape as the monk spoke, thinning, distorting until a semitransparent jungle in a multitude of greens stretched before us. Thick palm trees dotted the impressive illusion. Swatches of bamboo poked through like the bristly whiskers of a man badly in need of a shave. Majestic tualang trees shot up two hundred feet or more, towering over the rest of the lush canopy. All green, pristine. A different world. Almost prehistoric. Almost paradise. 

Then came the nasty clouds. Twisting black things that rolled over the jungle in a flash, beating at the trees with awful wind, dumping torrential rains onto the greenery below.

I’d seen constructs like this a handful of times before. They were basically amped-up Vis-conjured illusions, but the elegance and sophistication was beyond what I could do. Don’t get me wrong, I’m alright with illusions—though better with glamours, which deceive the mind instead of the eye—but I couldn’t come close to doing what the monk was doing. Not in a million years. I knew only a handful of magi who could manage a working like this, and four out of five sat on the Elder Council.

The fifth was Ailia.

The elaborate illusion-trees began to sway and shake as something big, though unseen, wriggled through the forest. The audible -snap-crack of breaking tree branches resounded in the air. 

A second later the head of a cobra broke through the greenery of the canopy, followed shortly by another and another, until seven enormous hooded heads swayed above the tree line. But let’s get one thing straight up front—this thing only had a passing resemblance to a cobra. Instead of the slick, streamlined face of a snake, this reptilian beast had a thick muzzle and powerful tearing jaws positively bristling with teeth. Hundreds of teeth that had to be six inches or more in length. Son of a bitch looked more like some kind of hooded dinosaur than a snake. 

That or a dragon.

“There he is,” the monk said, staring fondly at the hulking, terrifying doom-lizard, which would’ve left me shrieking like a little girl if I ever saw it coming my way in real life. “Such a sight to behold. This, now, is the day he discovered the Buddha or, at least, the man who would become the Buddha in time—Siddhartha Gautama, prince of the Shakya clan. There he is, Siddhartha, taking shelter beneath a Bodhi tree, trying to weather the storm of a millennia.”

The picture shifted, diving through the dense leaf cover, until a single giant tree, its trunk a complicated tangle of smaller vines ten feet in diameter, stretched out before us. The tree shook, bent, and bowed from the driving gale-force gusts. A man—slim, young with burnt copper skin, in the same garb as the monk before me—hunkered down beneath the spreading bows of the tree, which sheltered him from the pelting rain.

“I was still a young serpent then,” the monk said, “fresh from my egg, but I remember well the terrible storm that descended on the valley.”

The picture shifted once more, drawing back so we could see the great serpent king cut through the foliage with a rustling whisper, before stopping a few feet from the huddled Buddha. The Naga King’s giant, golden eyes warily regarded the man under the tree with a mixture of curiosity and something else … 

Hunger, perhaps. 

The man met the creature’s massive gaze without a hint of fear, however. He looked cold, true, and soaked to the bone from the torrential rains, but he didn’t look scared. Not of the storm, and not of the ginormous serpent only a few feet away, sizing him up for dinner. A small, peaceful smile broke across the man’s lips, and then he dipped his head in acknowledgement to Ong. Well met, the nod seemed to say.

The scaled creature regarded the man for a moment longer, his gargantuan body stretching and flexing as he breathed, then slithered forward. Slowly, ominously. Instead of attacking, though, the monstrous dragon encircled the tree with his thick body, wrapped around it until his scaled trunk formed a low wall, protecting the man within from the furious wind. Then, without a noise, the serpent raised its great torso high into the air, the hoods on its many heads flaring open, forming a giant living umbrella—a shield against the pounding rain. 

And there the magnificent dragon-creature stayed, offering shelter from the raging storm as it stood vigil against the encroaching night, protecting the oh-so-fragile man below.

“Such a noble creature, was my friend,” the monk said, the glimmer of a tear escaping, rolling down his cheek. “A protector who held life in the deepest regard. It was not long after Ong saved Siddhartha that an angel of the White King above visited my master. One of the Burning Ones, a Malakim.” 

The Malakim were exalted angels of the highest order who walked among the stars and dwelled in the direct presence of God. And we’re talking God with a capital G.

“The name of the angel is lost to me now,” the monk said absently, “but he came and entrusted the Fourth Seal to my master, to protect it as my master had protected the young Siddhartha against the deadly storm. Twenty-five hundred years ago, that was, and Ong has stood sentry over the vile demon within the Seal since. Buné the Chloros, Grigori of Old, the Grand Duke of Hell, the Dragon-headed Lord of the Grave.” 

The floating forest blurred and lurched into motion, the illusionary sun rising and setting a thousand times as the forest shifted, changed, the unspoiled paradise giving way to human civilization:

The sun rose and set as buildings sprang up and toppled. 

The sun rose and set as armies clashed and died, only to be replaced by ever more armies. 

The monk spoke as the sun bobbed and dipped, shining down on the ethereal world below, which zipped through a condensed and bloody history of humanity. 

“My master Ong stood strong,” he said, “but Buné’s power is tied to the grave, to discord and murder and death.” 

The flickering slide show of human atrocity slowed as factories bloomed, cars flooded narrow streets, and planes took to the skies. Then, the whole thing dissolved, exploding in a shower of light, which, in turn, resolved into a fat mushroom cloud of orange and red. The all-too familiar aftereffects of a nuclear blast. That brilliant cloud lingered before us for a beat longer and then the whole illusion fell apart, a mushroom-shaped afterimage temporarily scarring my retinas.

“The industrial revolution changed the world,” the monk said, staring blankly past us, as though looking into a different day and age. “Changed it in many wonderful ways, but in many terrible ones, too. Mankind’s population grew. When Ong accepted the Seal there were one hundred million human souls in the world.” He said the number, one hundred million, slowly, deliberately, almost fondly. “Not in any one country, but in all countries, on all continents, across the entire face of the globe. 

“By the 1800s that number grew to nine hundred million, and in the past two hundred years, it has exploded to seven billion. Seven billion.” He wagged his head back and forth, an inscrutable look on his lined face. “An ocean of humanity, too vast to consider. Too vast to understand. As numerous as sand on the seashore, or so it seems betimes. Sadly, the human capacity to kill has grown along with your population. The twentieth century was far bloodier than every century before it.”

He folded his hands as though in prayer and dropped his eyes, refusing to look at us.

 “Nearly one hundred million people—the entire population of the world when Ong took the Seal—perished during your two world wars. Another forty-five million died under Mao Zedong. Mao did that in four years.” The abbot looked up, holding out a hand, thumb down. “Four. Only five thousand people were killed during the Spanish Inquisition, and that lasted three hundred and fifty years. So, so much death. So, so much murder. And that doesn’t account for the countless genocides, the hundreds of other official and unofficial wars, or the never-ending stream of murders.

“All of that killing, all of that senseless death, took a terrible toll,” he said, voice a sad whisper. “Buné grew impossibly strong. Impossibly powerful, even for one as steadfast and stalwart as Ong. My master fought the demon, of course, but the battle … A hopeless endeavor. Impossible. After twenty-five hundred years, Ong fell, his mind obliterated, or at least captured, by the demon. 

“Ten years ago, that was. Only ten, though it seems a lifetime to me. I do not know if anything of my old friend remains—often I find myself praying there
is nothing left, since he would so abhor what he has become. These days, what was once Ong goes by a different name: Baron Samedi. I have not seen him since his fall, but I know where he last was. Cité Soleil, Haiti. He’s set up shop there, turned it into the seat of his own mini-empire.”

My eyes widened in surprise, and goosebumps broke out across my skin like someone had just doused me with a bucket of ice water. The air in the room seemed a little too thin, and my stomach ached from the shock. 

Holy shit, this guy was dropping some friggin’ bombs. First, the Savage Prophet, now Haiti. It felt like I’d just been sucker punched in the teeth with a pair of brass knuckles. I cleared my throat and ran a hand through my hair. “Haiti,” I croaked. “Cité Soleil.” 

The monk nodded, solemn.

“Does it mean something to you?” Ferraro asked, giving me a sidelong glance.

I dry washed my hands, an anxious frown growing on my face. “It’s. Well, complicated.” 

And it was complicated. The mention of Cité Soleil
made me … let’s go with edgy, since that sounds way better than piss-your-bed-terrified. 

I’d been to Haiti once before, back in ’76. One of my earliest missions with the Fist. 

James Sullivan and I went down there to put the kibosh on a group of rogue necromancers looking to carve out their own kingdom in—yep, you guessed it—Cité Soleil. Extortion, dark voodoo, murder, ritual sacrifice. Ugly, ugly business. Still gave me the chills to think about. The guy runnin’ that shit-show was this cat named Pa Beauvoir, everyone called him the Voodoo Daddy. Son of a bitch was powerful, secretive, and charismatic as all get out. He was also nasty, vindictive, and evil. Like really, genuinely evil, which is not a term I sling around all willy-nilly.

I tend to see things more in shades of gray than black and white, but Beauvoir was black, all the way down to his soul. Assuming that bastard had a soul. He and his network of Bokors—dark, voodoo sorcerers—could do things no mage could do. Dark things I still didn’t understand. 

In the end, I’d buried that hoodoo dickhead, but let’s just say I’m not well-loved in Haiti, nor is Haiti a place I would ever willingly go again.

Even more disconcerting, though, was something James Sullivan had said to me not so long ago. That arrogant, know-it-all douchenozzle had betrayed me during a deadly knock-down-drag-out with a greater Wendigo. Asshole had stabbed me in the back … Well, not literally, but in principle. But, he’d also said something in that moment: “This makes us even for Haiti, back in ’76.” 

Those had been his words. His exact words.

It couldn’t possibly be a coincidence, could it? 

In my line of work coincidences were few and far between, especially since my boss was Lady Luck. Was it possible he’d been trying to drop me a clue, some tidbit he’d stumbled on that the bad guys didn’t know? I couldn’t be certain, but it stank like a fish market in the noonday sun.

And, if that was the case, what did that mean about James? 

Maybe he wasn’t a traitor. Maybe he really was working some deep cover angle he couldn’t tell me about. 

Or maybe I was just making connections that didn’t exist because I didn’t want James to be a traitorous buttweasel. 

Still, aside from all of those possible implications … Cité Soleil. 

Shit. 

Holy shit.

Holy shit on a cracker.

The monk looked up at the clock, his face tightening. “It is time,” he said, unfolding his crossed legs and smoothly gaining his feet. “I do not know what will happen after this,” he said, holding my eye, “but if you find Ong—or rather, the creature he has become—please help him. Free him. If you can. Release him from the burden of a fate he has fought for twenty-five hundred years. Give him peace.” 

“How?” I whispered in a panic, casting a nervous glance over my shoulder.

“Take the Seal,” he said calmly.

I shook my head. “No, there’s got to be some other way. I’ve already got one demon to contend with, I can’t turn my head into a demonic Club Med. There’s got to be another way.”

“There is no other way. You can hold it. You must hold it—”

The door at the end of the hall crashed open, banging against the painted walls, cutting off whatever else the monk was going to say. The garish lights of Little Bangkok silhouetted two figures standing in the entryway.




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWELVE:
 

The Savage Prophet
 

 
 

 Two men strode into the room, menace and confidence oozing from them like the reek of bad cologne. And, I shit you not, the temperature plummeted—my breath fogged up, little white wisps escaping through my lips.

The first man was a young buck of maybe twenty-five who stood over six feet; he had broad shoulders and the thick muscle of a gym rat. Despite his obvious youth, the guy had prematurely gray hair, almost silver, fashioned into a douchey faux hawk on top. He also sported a matching silver beard—a gnarly tangle of hair which lent him a wild look. Honestly, he sorta resembled a young, buff version of Old Saint Nick. Instead of a tacky red snowsuit, however, the kid wore black slacks, a black turtleneck, and a shoulder rig holding a compact Beretta.

I’d never seen Bond-Villain-Knockoff before—kinda hard to forget a lean, young, super-spy version of Santa Claus—but something about him sorta tickled at the back of my noggin.

The second guy, lingering behind the cocksure youngster, wore dark brown robes so thick he looked like an amorphous blob covered in a burlap sack. I could tell it was a man—his height and the breadth of his shoulders made that much clear, but that was all I could make out. A heavy hood covered his head, and though the front was open, for some reason I couldn’t make out his face. Just a fuzzy, featureless blur cloaked in thick shadow. In fact, everything about the second guy was blurry and indistinct, which meant he was holding some sort of heavy-duty illusion in place.

The first guy didn’t care about being ID’ed, but the second did. 

Only one explanation I could think of for that: Bathrobe knew I’d be able to identify him without the illusion in place. Which, in my mind, could only mean one thing. Captain shitnuts in the robe was the Guild traitor—the one calling the shots and pulling the strings. The one responsible for Randy Shelton, for the Wendigo, for attempting to assassinate me. Responsible for this entire shitshow. 

Bathrobe was friggin’ Emperor Palpatine. Darth Bathrobe, then. Shit. 

And that could only mean the bearded youth had to be his diabolic apprentice, Darth Beard, which couldn’t be good news for anyone. 

The kid sauntered forward, a lopsided sneer cutting across his face. “Yancy Lazarus and the A-Team,” he said, his voice rich, deep, and cold. Cold as the Alaskan tundra. “Agent Nicole Ferraro and Darlene Drukiski.” He paced left, then right, black boots click-clacking on the temple floor. “A washed-up thug, past his prime. A Rube cop. And a glorified Guild receptionist. To think you three are Lady Fate’s frontline defense.” 

 “Aw shucks, and here I don’t even know your name,” I replied. “How embarrassing.”

“Oh, I think maybe you’ve heard of me,” he said, eyes narrowing to slits. “Some folks call me the Savage Prophet, and though you might not remember—what with my new body—we have met before.” 

His face distorted, shifted, elongated as his jaw widened to accommodate an impressive set of fangs. His eyes, a pale blue before, solidified into pinpricks of chipped diamond, and his skin took on an icy cast while his epic beard morphed into hoarfrost. Then, in a blink, it was gone, the young man’s features firmly back in place. “Like I said, I’ve found a new host since the last time we tangled. Gained some new skills, too.” He shot a malicious wink at me.

Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.


I may not have recognized the young man’s face, but I sure as all hell knew the blue-skinned freak he’d given me a glimpse of. Jack Frost. Old Man Winter. A fae lord. The deposed king of the Winterlands, in point of fact. 

His story was an old one. Not much more than a shadow of a legend; told, retold, and practically forgotten hundreds of years before I was even a glimmer in my pop’s eye. 

Once upon a time, long, long ago—or so the tale went—Winter had a nasty king, a merciless creature more brutal and dastardly than all of his kin and kith combined. He was a tyrant with a terribly heavy hand. Basically, the king of pricks. One cold day the King of Winter ventured out of his icy lands to visit the Black Lodge, home to Arawn the Horned, Protector of the Unfettered Fae. 

While en route, he ran across a gentle and noble spirited hippalectryon—part horse, part rooster, all genetics-experiment-gone-wrong—and slew the beast because he was a colossal dick. But in doing so, he pissed off the wrong fairy: Gyre-Carlin, Mistress of the Unfettered and a violently protective wildlife activist. She didn’t take kindly to the Winter King offing ol’ Horsy McRooster-face, so she swore revenge, orchestrated a massive uprising, and eventually drove the evil king into exile, end of story. 

Except, I knew that wasn’t the end of the story. 

A while back, before Lady Fate had appointed me to be her mortal agent, I’d helped a friend of mine save his kidnapped grandson, who, naturally, had been taken by the deposed fae lord. Old Man Winter had only been the tip of a ginormous iceberg of shit, though, which in many ways—the most important ways—had brought me to this point. To this monastery. To my budding relationship with Ferraro. To having a demon riding shotgun in my head. And now he was back, apparently trucking around in some fresh-faced host.

Which was bad news bears for me, since things had not exactly ended on a positive note between us. I sorta hacked off his hand, stole his magical stick—the Crook of Winter—and flash-froze him to a chair. Also Ferraro had blasted him in the kneecap with an iron-laced shotgun cartridge, so probably he had a smidgen of a grudge against her as well. 

“Yeah,” the Prophet said with a nod, “I can see the fear, meat-monkey.” He shed a smug you-should-be-afraid smile, which made me want to punch him in the friggin’ teeth on general principle. Didn’t help matters one bit that I was afraid.

“Nope, not afraid,” I lied with a lazy shrug, “just thinking about what a dumb-ass name ‘Savage Prophet’ is. I mean, that’s a great handle for a pro wrestler—hell, if you had a flamboyant mask you could be an excellent luchadore—but it seems it’s sorta melodramatic. Just out of curiosity, why do they call you that anyway? You a big Macho Man Randy Savage fan?” I asked. “Maybe you’re planning to snap into a few Slim Jims in the near future?”

“Keep pushing me and you’ll find out how I earned that title,” he replied, the humor draining from his voice. “Besides, it’s better than the Fixer. Your nickname makes you sound like a drunk handyman living out of the back of a car.” He paused, folded his arms, and scoffed. “Never mind. It’s a perfect fit.”

Damn, that was a pretty solid burn actually, which pissed me off something fierce. I’m supposed to be the one who creatively dumps on the opposition—it’s like my calling card and security blanket all wrapped up into one. Cavalierly insulting terrifying monsters far more powerful than me made those creatures a little less terrifying in my mind. Names are powerful things, and it was far harder to be scared of a being you just nicknamed dicknoodle. Yet here I was on the receiving end, in desperate need of a State Farm agent, ’cause he’d just burned my ass to the ground. 

Disgruntled, I shifted my gazed to Darth-Bathrobe, who was still lingering behind, silent. “What’s the deal with your boyfriend there? He got a name? Or is he too chicken shit to put it all on the table?”

“We have no time for this, boy,” Darth-Bathrobe boomed, his voice deep and no-nonsense, but terribly distorted by whatever veil masked his face. “Tempus Fugit. Prophet,” he said, casting a glance at the bearded asshole, “please proceed with extreme prejudice.”

 “Well,” the Prophet said, one hand going toward the pistol tucked under his arm, “you heard the man. We’ve got places to be, gods to murder, demons to master. So get out of the way or you’re gonna learn what your spleen tastes like.” 

Ferraro was next to me in a flash, shottie drawn, trained on the Savage Prophet. “If you’re the reincarnated version of Old Man Winter,” she said, “then I’m sure you remember what happened last time we met.” She pointed the barrel of her gun at his groin.

“Oh, I remember you, whore. Hard not to. You blasted me with a shotgun, right here.” He reached down and tapped at his knee, a ghost of a snarl tracing his lips. “I haven’t forgotten. I’ve got a long, long memory, and I keep my promises. I told you you’d pay, and you’re going to. I have a friend, fella by the name of Fast Hands Steve. Despite your best attempts to kill him, that snake in the grass is still kicking around. Well, slithering around, these days. Had to have his legs genetically altered after you stabbed him in the femoral artery. When this is over, I’m going to give you to him as a gift.”

She paled a little, but kept the gun steady. What can I say, Ferraro is one badass lady who doesn’t screw around and doesn’t rattle. Not ever. “I keep my promises too.” Ferraro spoke softly, not yelling or screaming. She spoke with the same clinical authority as an exterminator explaining the best way to get rid of a roach infestation. 

“And here’s my promise to you,” she said. “If you screw around with us or get in our way, I. Will. Bury. You. You and your boss have a laundry list of crimes to pay for. You’ve kidnapped countless people, experimented on them in that nightmare mill in Montana. You’ve murdered cops, unleashed monsters, and are actively trying to end the world as we know it. Suffice it to say I don’t have much patience for you. So you’ve got two options: One, tell me who your boss is so I know exactly who to gun for, then turn around and run away. Two, we can rewind and repeat the way things went last time we chatted.”

“Oh,” he replied, a glimmer of fury in his frosty eyes, “I think we both know how this is gonna play—”

Boom.

True to Ferraro’s nature, she didn’t even let him finish the sentence before pulling the trigger: a belch of light and a harsh crack shattered the fleeting truce. Smashed it apart like taking a sledgehammer to a plate-glass window.

Madness erupted—

Light flashed all around us. 

Bodies were suddenly in motion.

Shouts rang through the room, bouncing off the walls.

It was like a bomb going off in a city subway. A plane crashing to the earth in a blaze of glory and fire. Everything was anarchy and frenzied violence.

“No,” the monk shouted, his voice reedy and weak against the overwhelming commotion. “This is a place of worship,” he yelled, but no one paid him heed.

Ferraro darted right, positioning herself in front of the abbot, working her shotgun with quick, methodical precision, aiming rounds at the Prophet, who now had a blazing blue shield in place and was displacing the shots without much effort. In a blink he whipped out his hand, unleashing a barrage of ice-spears—sleek, razor-tipped projectiles—which sliced through the air, heading for Ferraro like a volley of arrows. 

With a wave, I conjured a gale of unseen force, broadsiding the frozen projectiles, swatting them up and away. They narrowly missed Ferraro, slamming instead into the golden Buddha behind us, turning the statue into a giant pincushion. 

I didn’t have time to linger, though, since Darth-Bathrobe was on the move, swinging out left, trying to slip around me and get to the abbot. Nope. Screw that jazz sideways. Not on my watch. I turned on him, hands upraised, and unleashed a flood of orange fire, thick as a telephone pole, ready to turn this asshole into a pile of charred meat and burnt burlap—

 He was faster, though. 

One hand flashed out, voluminous robe slipping back to reveal a silver gauntlet, old, worn, and covered with loops of indecipherable golden lettering and runes. Wasn’t sure what that mystical doodad was, but I had a sinking feeling it was trouble. If this guy was indeed the Shot-Caller, he’d proven himself more than willing to use dangerous and powerful artifacts to advance his cause. He’d supplied Randy Shelton with a mystical ring—containing the essence of Koschei the Deathless, the mage Lich—and later slipped a greater Wendigo a mind-altering tiara. 

The spear of flame crashed into the hooded bastard, surging around him, coating him in a nimbus of red and yellow, and I watched with smug satisfaction as his voluminous sleeve went up in a blaze. 

But instead of the fire spreading, flash-frying the bastard, that friggin’ gauntlet of his kicked into action. The golden script encircling the bizarre artifact flared to brilliant life, and a black void, the size of a tennis ball, appeared in the center of Darth-Bathrobe’s gauntleted hand. Looking into the void was like staring into the vastness of space: just deep, cold, unending darkness all the way down. Then, I shit you not, my fire vanished as that void vacuumed up the construct like a bad stain. Presto-change-o, gone. Disappeared.

Well, if that wasn’t a complete bunch of bullshit I didn’t know what was. 

He paused for a moment, considering me. “You don’t need to do this, Yancy.” His voice was masked and unknowable, but he spoke my name with friendly familiarity. “We don’t need to be enemies, there is much you do not understand, and our values are not so different—”

“Save the sales pitch,” I cut him off, “because I’m not buying.”

“Very well,” he said simply, throwing out both hands as he spoke the words. In an instant, an eyeblink, a tremendous blast of force slammed into me like some monstrous unseen golf club, sweeping me from my feet and hurling me ass over teakettle through the air. The impact felt like getting sideswiped by a Charger doing twenty-five or thirty. 

Let me just say: holy shit did Darth-Bathrobe have a mean right hook.




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTEEN:
 

Smackdown
 

 
 

I caught a brief glimpse of the hooded figure from the corner of my eye as the world spun: his hands held aloft, a silver mist sweeping along the floor. I noticed something in that instant—a tattoo, previously covered by his now missing sleeve, riding high on his shoulder: A roaring lion, bordered by a pair of somber feline heads in profile, all contained in a golden octagon with a washed-out red background. Some sort of insignia, if I had to guess. Had the look of a military unit seal, though I couldn’t place it. 

Then, both the tattoo and Darth-Bathrobe vanished from view as I flipped and fell, speeding toward the floor with all the grace of a brain-dead crow sporting a pair of broken wings. With the ground rushing toward me at a million friggin’ miles per hour, I frantically stretched out my arms, curling into a slipshod forward dive, which hopefully would keep my brains on the inside of my skull. 

 My shoulders thudded into stone, and my bad arm—recently stitched and healing, though far from healed—screamed in protest as my thighs slapped and slammed against concrete. Not a pleasant experience. Still, the roll protected my vital bits and quickly brought me upright.

 Ignoring the abrupt pain from my spill, I spun around to find Ferraro taking unsuccessful pop-shots at the Prophet, who seemed to be toying with her instead of trying to murder her outright. Casually deflecting her rounds, he maneuvered, slowly but surely backing her against a wall, where it would be more or less endgame. Sadistic prick. 

 “What do you think Fast Hands will do first?” he asked, relishing Ferraro’s fruitless attempts to hurt him. Savoring her powerlessness.

 Everything about bearded douche rubbed me the wrong way—his stupid face, his stupid turtleneck, his stupid compact pistol, his stupid, awesome beard—but even more than just my general dislike, I hated the fact that he was threatening my amiga. The guy was a bully, a dangerous one, but still a bully, and I’ve never liked bullies. People who think they can walk all over everyone else and get away with it. Assholes like that always end up on my shit-list.

The Nox—twisted, cold, profane—came to me unbidden, surging around me in a whirling cloud. A blaze of purple formed a loose sphere of fluid light, which cast ever-shifting shadows against the wall. It was a mistake, conjuring that dark power, but I didn’t have two shits to give at the moment.

“Hey, shit-stain,” I said, drawing the Prophet’s frosty glare. His eyes widened in panicked shock for a brief moment as he regarded the strange construct swirling around me. Whatever else this bearded schlub was, he was also a mage of sorts, a powerful and competent one, so he’d sure as shit be able to sense the cold, creeping power wreathing me in an oily halo. “Threaten her again,” I growled, voice strangely guttural, “and I’m gonna toss your ass into a meat grinder, turn you into ground chuck, and feed you to Fast Hands Steve, comprende?”

“I’m not scared of—” he began. 

He didn’t finish. 

The light churning around me in tight spirals and looping circles erupted in a single violent spasm of motion: a hundred conjured bullets of swollen purple light smashed into his blue force field, temporarily burying him in a billow of cold flame. The temperature dropped even further as the Nox drew warmth and life from the room. For a second the Prophet disappeared completely, swallowed in the blast, and I thought, maybe, I’d finally caught a lucky break. 

Wiped that bastard out with one well-placed shot. 

But then, naturally, the cloud faded, dissipated, and vanished altogether, revealing the Prophet in a low crouch, his skin a pale blue, wisps of smoke rising from his hunched back. He stared up at me, hatred written all over his face, and I felt my heart momentarily stall in my chest. His eyes were awash with an otherworldly purple light, reminding me of Azazel’s spooky gaze. 

But it was more than just some trick of the light—I could feel the tainted, twisted presence of Nox radiating off the kid like a greasy heat. Holy turd-monkeys. Was it possible this kid, this vessel of the Fae King of Winter, was also a friggin’ Seal Bearer? No. No way. Life couldn’t possibly be that unfair, could it? But, he obviously had access to the same kind of demonic mojo I had in the ol’ arsenal, which meant it was a possibility. A damn troubling one, too, since I very much doubted he would have the same inclination to keep his demonic power in check.

“You’re not the only one that can play that game,” he said, lunging toward me, lashing out with a bar of twisted Nox, raw and unshaped. 

I froze. I was an old hand when it came to the Vis and all things Vis related, but I was still green as they came with Nox. Sure, I was slinging it around like a champ—mostly because I’m an idiot who doesn’t really think things through—but I didn’t really know much about it. Like where it came from or what its capabilities were, though I was reasonably sure a standard force-shield wouldn’t do much to stop it. 

Which is why I stood there, staring like a wide-eyed deer in headlights as the beam of death-energy slammed into my chest, lifted me from my feet, and threw me across the room and into a wall. Remember when I said Darth-Bathrobe had a mean right hook? Well, the new and improved Winter hit even harder. My back collided with the temple wall and for a moment I couldn’t do anything. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t think or speak. My back was one giant flare of hurt, immobilizing me completely.

Even worse, as I lay slumped against the wall, I felt myself dying bit by bit, piece by piece. Nox, like little spiders made of lightning, crawled over me, sucking the vitality from my body, draining me of Vim. Thankfully the sensation didn’t last long, the violet spiders of energy fizzling and dying before they could do any long-term damage.

 Even after that, though, I couldn’t get up. I didn’t think there was anything broken, but for the time being my body just sorta refused to work. So I lay there, crumpled like an empty beer can, and watched helplessly as Darth-Bathrobe angled toward the monk with only ill-equipped Darlene to bar his way. She held pepper spray in one trembling hand and a glowing orb of hazy blue light in the other. “Stop right there,” she stammered, backpedaling one step at a time, “or I’ll stop you. I will. I swear—I’m an authorized Judge with the Guild of the Staff.” 

Darth-Bathrobe clucked his tongue, walking steadily forward, unconcerned. “You are a Judge in name only and we both know it,” he said in his garbled, distorted voice. “Everyone knows it. What you are in truth is a useful nitwit who can answer telephones. But”—he faltered, head canted to one side—“I’ll tell you a secret: even in the new order, we will have need of telephone answerers and clerks, so long as they know their proper place in the hierarchy.” That last bit was imbued with absolute scorn, with a distaste so profound it might’ve rivaled my own. “So stand aside and leave these concerns to your betters. To the doers. To those who should be in charge.” 

She shuffled back a step more, then two, her knees wobbling. Her hands shook so bad I was afraid she’d accidentally dose herself with the pepper spray if she actually worked up the courage to fire. 

“Yes, little rabbit,” the hooded man said, padding forward another few steps. “What you feel in your belly? It is fear, and fear is a ravenous beast, mastered only by the bold and the violent. You are neither. You are a bunny running around in a world of hawks.”

She whimpered, chin quivering, fat tears running down her cheeks. 

Then she lowered the pepper spray—as though arriving at the conclusion that any resistance she might offer was pointless—and hesitantly stepped aside, eyes locked on the floor. 

She gave up. Gave in. 

It wasn’t an act of incompetence, but of cowardice. 

Something wriggled inside me, but it wasn’t the increasingly familiar bite of anger; instead, I felt the stinging cut of disappointment. I’d never had high hopes for Darlene—she was what she was, and she sure-as-shit wasn’t a fighter—but I’d been expecting more, I guess. I’d seen flashes of something great in her during our short time together. Flashes of courage and skill. Of integrity and true grit. Still, though, as I stared at Darlene, watching her sob, body shaking as she curled in on herself, defeated, a fierce pride for the dopey, out-of-her-league Judge bloomed in me.

Yeah, so maybe she wasn’t the epitome of brave or bold, but that dickbasket didn’t have any right to talk to her like that. I wanted to go to her, to help her, to let her know that violence wasn’t a good judge of character. But I couldn’t.

“Good,” Darth-Bathrobe chided, “remember your place and you might have one yet in the new order.”

“Enough of this,” the monk said, sliding up beside Darlene, his shadow hanging over her like a guardian angel. “My dear child,” he said, bending at the waist, ignoring the robed man, “there is no cause for tears. What will be, will be, and you too will be what you must be—there is no shame in this. One is not called noble who harms living beings, rather by not harming living beings one is called noble. Remember this and do not lose yourself to hate. Now, get behind me, child.” 

The abbot stood, stern-faced, glaring at Darth-Bathrobe. “You’ve come for me,” he said, “and here I am.” 

“Willing to cooperate, then?” he asked, voice buzzing. 

“No,” the abbot said, shaking his head, “but neither shall I stand by while you do such bloody work in my home.” He slipped a hammer of carved wood, topped with a padded cloth head, from a length of orange cloth wrapped about his waist. A gong mallet. “This temple is a place of peace and meditation,” he said gravely, “yet you have come here seeking neither wisdom nor truth, but with violence and murderous intent in your hearts. Though I seek the middle path, the way of peace, this sacrilege cannot stand.” 

He moved, a blur of orange streaking away from Darth-Bathrobe and toward the huge bell hanging by the Buddha statue. He struck the suspended brass bell, bringing down his padded mallet with a whisper of power. 

You couldn’t kill a fly with a flyswatter using the same amount of force, but a peal of golden music burst outward nonetheless. Waves of brilliant illumination and resonating sound rippled into the room, washing over us, through us, then slammed into the host of bells decorating the room. Those bells picked up the clarion knell and, in turn, resounded with a bright call of their own. It took only seconds before golden light, thrumming with an unshakable, steadfast power, floated through the air like a thousand dancing stars.
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 In that moment, everyone stopped. 

Frozen by the crystalline sound of a thousand bells all singing in perfect resonance, all crying out golden light in a thousand little streams of tears. In that moment, the frenzied violence ceased, and the chaotic maneuvering was temporarily forgotten as we all watched the otherworldly spectacle, which I didn’t understand. The light ran over me in a warm trickle, pinpricks of refreshing energy filling my limbs with new purpose and renewed strength. Felt like I’d just slugged a cup of trucker joe after getting a solid night’s sleep. My back still hurt something fierce, but the ability to move was suddenly back on the table.

A swirl of violent motion followed as the soft light settled over the Prophet and Darth-Bathrobe. One moment they were still, captivated like the rest of us by the light show extravaganza; the next, they were flying through the air, swept up on currents of gold, only to be smashed against the far wall near the entrance with a sickening thud that shook the room. Both men slid down into dual heaps as pinpricks of golden brilliance pulsed and shifted before eventually settling into the walls, which began to glow with a dull luminescence like polished bronze.

“You three”—the monk turned toward me, then shifted his gaze to Darlene and Ferraro in turn—“though our time together was short, it was a most welcome blessing. You know where you must go. What you must do.” His gaze shifted to me and stayed there. Take the Seal, that look seemed to command.

With muffled groans, the Prophet and Darth-Bathrobe gained their feet, and boy oh boy did they look pissed. Like someone had smashed them in the face with a pie, then pushed them down an -up-escalator. It was in the way they stood—backs arched, arms flexing, fists curled—their body language screaming I’m-about-to-feed-you-to-a-pack-of-hungry-hyenas.

Despite his obvious anger, the Prophet ignored us for a moment, turning to regard the wide open entryway door, looking out onto the streets of Little Bangkok. Except now there was also a thin sheen of light standing guard between him and the exit. Carefully he extended his hand, pressing his fingers against the barrier, which didn’t give an inch. He exerted a hairsbreadth more pressure and suddenly there was a sizzle-crack like bacon frying in hot grease and he withdrew his digits with a muttered curse.

“Cute,” he said, voice low and cold, which was somehow more threatening, more ominous, than his boisterous posturing had been. “But it’s not gonna stop me from ripping your limbs from your body, Abbot, and beating you to death with them.” 

“Perhaps not,” the monk replied, face calm, voice serene. “But it will prevent you from leaving for a time, I think, and that will serve my purpose.” He folded his hands behind his back and strode forward, placing himself squarely between the baddies and us. “This barrier is the temple’s defense system. Once triggered, no enemy of the temple may enter from without. Or leave, if they should find themselves within these walls. It will not last forever, but it will last long enough for these three to escape.”

“You really mean to stop us, monk?” the Prophet spat. “I can be lenient, just give me what I want and you can walk away from here.” A crackle of energy, noxious and purple, seeped from his palm, tendrils of power crawling up his limb until his whole arm was wreathed in cool, purple flame. 

“Young man,” the abbot said, “Do not be naïve. Both of us know this encounter is destined to end in bloodshed. All is as it must be. Lachesis has allotted us this moment and Atropos waits, shears ready to clip my string, which you must surely see.” He tapped his nose and offered the kid a wink as though they shared some secret conspiracy. Oddly, the Prophet nodded in cryptic understanding, a slight inclination of his head.

“Your death won’t stop me from getting what I want,” the Prophet replied, his voice dropping a few octaves into a guttural rasp as his skin waned, his eyes glowing with a soft violet light. “My associate can harvest the information we need directly from your corpse if it comes down to it.” His eyes flared brighter and brighter, casting his face in harsh, flickering shadow. 

“Last chance, abbot,” he said. “You don’t need to die here—Lady Fate or no. Contrary to what you may have been led to believe, fate is fluid. An ever flowing river with many branches. You’re going to throw your life away, and it won’t do a thing to stop me. Nothing. Your interference won’t even be a speed bump. Your death doesn’t serve me, so I’ll let you live unless you give me no other option. Don’t be a fool, Abbot, choose a different branch. Give me another option.”

The monk shrugged, an unworried smile spreading across his lined face. “To some, young man—like the decrepit fae being dwelling in your body—death is a ravaging enemy to be feared, but that is foolishness. To one with wisdom, death is but another step on the road to enlightenment. Everything is mutable, everything appears and disappears as the ocean tide swells and recedes in turn. 

“There is no blissful peace until one passes beyond the agony of life and death. Perhaps today I will pass into the next world, but death cannot rob me of my good deeds.” He crouched, feet planted wide, legs nearly parallel with the deck, hands raised, palms open. A royally badass martial artist preparing to unleash Fists of friggin’ Fury. “I have stood watch over this temple for a thousand years,” he said, “and I shall watch over it one day longer—one last good deed to see me into the afterlife. And I think you will find a little fight left in these old bones.

“There is a concealed door behind the Buddha statue,” the abbot said, speaking to me, eyes still firmly fixed on the intruders. “It leads to my living quarters. There, you will find a set of stairs descending to a prayer garden on the ground level. Go with the blessing of the Naga riding at your back. Go and do what you must. Save my master from himself. Take the Seal.” 

The abbot roared into abrupt motion as the final word left his mouth, charging forward so quickly it was hard to follow.

As he moved, he changed. 

His human body, a masterfully crafted flesh-mask, evaporated as his true form bubbled up and out. Slim human arms gave way to thick muscled limbs, covered in bronze scales, and hands tipped with black claws. His torso expanded and lengthened, a massive barrel chest tapering down to a serpentine trunk, long as a city bus from head to whipping tail. His kind, grandfatherly face also disappeared, traded in for a velociraptor’s reptilian mug, framed by a thick leathery hood of multicolored scales—shimmering copper and gold, glittering ruby, brilliant sapphire. 

I knew we needed to go—the monk had made it clear that if we didn’t amscray, we’d all be dead—but my legs still weren’t fully operational, so I was having one helluva time getting to my feet. Plus, I’ll admit, there was some part of me that wanted to stay, to watch, to bear witness to the last stand of the Abbot of Wat Naga Thong. Who knew how long he’d walked the face of the earth? He’d overseen this temple for a thousand years. And today? Today was his last day.

There was a sadness in that. 

This was the death of an institution, and with it came a profound truth: That everything ends in time. That everyone, one day or another, will face the gleaming steel of the Reaper’s blade. That the only real legacy you’ll have is the relationships and good deeds you filled those too-few days up with. It seemed wrong that no one should bear witness to the monk’s last stand, his last noble act. 

Not to mention, how often do you get to see a badass monk-monster go kung fu apeshit on a bunch of well-deserving baddies? 

The Naga-monk collided with the Prophet, feinting left, then ducking low and right, whipping around and smashing his tail into the Prophet’s stomach. The kid took the blow hard to the gut and flew backward, as though blasted from the barrel of a circus cannon, on a crash course with Darth-Bathrobe. The hooded asshole, however, was already moving, darting out of the way while he called up a vibrant green shield to buffer the Prophet’s meteoric fall. 

Then Darth-Bathrobe was throwing everything plus the kitchen sink at the abbot: gouts of flame, walls of force, huge chunks of stone floor, ripped away and hurled with contemptuous ease. The two magi should’ve swatted the monk down like a pesky gnat. But they didn’t. Couldn’t. Because the monk moved like greased lightning, slithering this way then that, dodging each attack in a fluid, graceful tango. The Prophet gained his feet—skin now a deep cobalt, his eyes glimmering chips of glacier ice—but it didn’t matter. The monk simply slithered among them, evading devastating attack after devastating attack while he rained down a flurry of blows. 

Brutal strikes with his tail slapped against legs and ankles. 

Powerful hammer fists and knife-hand strikes battered shoulders and faces and torsos.

Conjured balls of golden light beat at the pair of invaders.

A hand fell on my shoulder, grabbing the fabric of my jacket, hauling me upright with a sharp tug. Finally, I tore my eyes from the battle as Ferraro slipped beneath my shoulder, drawing my weight onto her. We limped our way over to the massive Buddha statue and found Darlene standing guard over a narrow door recessed into the wall. I glanced back once more, but couldn’t see anything, not with the statue blocking my line of sight, then let Ferraro guide me down a dark passageway of stone with Darlene at our backs, guided by a pinprick of amber light at the far end. 

The tunnel let out into a cubbyhole of a room, a couple hundred square feet, devoid of any furnishings save for a small straw pallet in the corner and another Buddha shrine butting up against one wall. I hardly saw any of it, though, my mind still lingering on the abbot waging an unwinnable war, one he wasn’t going to walk away from.

Ferraro helped me down a winding set of stone stairs at the rear of the tiny sleeping quarters, my legs pumping, my breathing heavy, a spreading numbness creeping through me as we spiraled down and down, eventually emerging in the monk’s prayer garden. Not a big area, but beautiful. The garden, maybe twenty-five feet in diameter, was a shaped like a wheel. A cobblestone path encircled the space, while eight more stone walkways shot inward like the spokes of a tire. 

The Dharmachakra, the Wheel of Law, a symbol I’d seen on plenty of Buddhist temples during my time in Nam.

The open spaces between the spokes were filled to overflowing with flowers and plants of every variety: graceful orchids and long-stemmed birds of paradise, mixed with blue-petaled passion flowers and puffy pink chrysanthemums. There were pungent, black-leafed voodoo lilies—eerie considering where we were headed next—and scores of other species I couldn’t even begin to put names to. At the center of the garden was yet another golden sculpture of the seven-headed Naga, Ong.

Quiet and serene, despite the almost constant drone of Little Bangkok, and perfumed from the riot of flowers.

I breathed in deeply, filling my lungs with the sweet, humid evening air, held it for a long beat, then pushed the air out through my nose. My legs collapsed a moment later, my ass dropping to the garden path in sheer exhaustion. 

“We need to move,” Ferraro said, all business. “Need to get as far away from here as possible before …” She trailed off, unwilling to say what we were all thinking, before the monk dies.

 “Yeah,” I said, finally starting to come back to my senses. 

Losing people is hard and it always seems like the ones who least deserve to go are the ones who end up on the chopping block. Nothing we could do about it now, though. Nothing except to honor the abbot’s final wishes and his sacrifice. I couldn’t be sure if the Prophet had been bluffing when he said Darth-Bathrobe could harvest the information they needed from the monk after his death, but I had to assume that was the truth. 

Such a thing could be done in theory through a nauseating practice called splanchomancy, which evolved using the Vim, the life force, of a person to do all kinds of things, including limited divination. I didn’t know of anyone who trucked with that shit, mostly because all forms of the practice were illegal, but Darth-Bathrobe and the Prophet hardly seemed overly concerned with the law.

“I know you’re tired, Yancy,” Ferraro said, scanning the temple towering over us, searching for signs of movement, “we all are, but we can rest once we’re gone.”

I waved a hand at her. “We’ve got a second. Splanchomancy isn’t a quick process. There’s a lot of ritual that goes into it, so it’s gonna take Darth-Bathrobe a good while to get what he needs from the abbot. We don’t have long, but we can catch our breath and come up with a plan.”

“What’s there to plan?” she asked, voice sharp. “We get in a cab and find a way to Haiti. It’s as easy as that.”

“Yeah,” I said, still sounding dazed in my own ears. “Except we’re not all going to Haiti. There’s an exit for Cité Soleil
over in the Remington Corridor—I’ve used it before—but it’s just gonna be the two of us, Ferraro.” I shifted my gaze to Darlene, who stood a little way off, shifting on uneasy feet, hands fidgeting with the edge of her shirt. “You’re going back to Quantico.”

I expected some sort of protest from the Judge—after all, she’d been charged to oversee this case and she wasn’t the sort to shrik her duties—but she just nodded, face weary. Dejected.

“Darlene,” I said, “this isn’t about what happened in there. At least not entirely.”

“You don’t need to lie, Mage Lazarus,” she replied formally, almost clinically. “I’ve demonstrated a severe error in both judgement and moral character. In light of that, the only appropriate thing to do is remove myself for the safety of the mission. That’s what the operations manual would call for.” 

It hit me like a brick to the face: bureaucracy was Darlene’s shield—her coping mechanism. She wrapped herself in the pages of text as a way to distance herself from hurt and disappointment, as a way to avoid conflict. She probably didn’t like all those rule books any more than I did—okay, maybe that was reaching a bit—but there was safety and a sense of order in between those pages. With a groan, I gained my feet and shuffled over to her, putting my arms around her shoulders and pulling her into an awkward hug. 

Now, I’m not a hugger by nature—a fact which should be apparent by now—but even I could tell Darlene was a lady badly in need of a hug.

She broke, sobbing in hitches. “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled into my chest. “Gosh, I just choked. He was walking toward me and my mind retreated. I kept thinking, I don’t belong here, I don’t stand a chance, not against someone like this. He’s going to kill me and I’ll never see my family again. I felt so powerless, so useless, and then I couldn’t do anything. Nothing.”

“Hey, crazy,” I said, aiming for reassuring, “everyone freezes at some point. Back during my Marine Corps days, I knew lots of guys that were tough as nails until the rounds started flying, and then they just couldn’t handle it. Combat does that to people sometimes. Sometimes it even does it to folks who know what they’re doing. There’s nothing wrong with it either. Not everyone is cut out for this line of work, but that doesn’t make you less of a person or less of a mage. It just means you have a different skill set, and that’s groovy too. 

“Besides,” I said, scooting back, holding her at arm’s length, “there’s no reason to beat yourself up because you’ve done a shitload better than I ever could’ve hoped for. You helped me escape from Moorchester. You saved my ass from that Pearl-Weeper. You figured a way to get us here. You, Darlene Drukiski, did those things. And the reason you’re not coming to Haiti is because I have a different job for you. One only you can do.” 

“Really?” she asked, looking up at me with a glimmer of hope in her eyes. “You’re not just saying that? You’ve got a real job for me?” 

“Hell yeah I’ve got a real job for you. Plus, this job happens to be far away from Haiti, which is maybe the worst place on the planet, so in my book it’s a win-win-win.”

She swiped the back of her hand across her nose. “What job?” she asked, sniffling again, but now looking up at me with serious eyes.

I let go of her and briefly explained my theory about Darth-Bathrobe—that he was hiding his identity because he was probably the traitor inside the Guild. “During our dustup, I caught a glimpse of a tattoo, right up on here.” I tapped at my shoulder. “Could be I’m wrong, but doesn’t the Guild document all tattoos, scars, and identifying marks in the personnel files?” 

“My word, yes,” Darlene said, her voice a high-pitched squee of excitement, realizing where I was headed. “It helps with corpse identification in case a member gets dismembered or blown up while on assignment. Which means that if I can find the tattoo, I can find the traitor.”

“So the question is,” I interjected, “can you access the Guild records without going back to Moorchester?”

She twitched her nose, one eyebrow arched, then tentatively nodded. “Obviously I can’t get to the hard copies, but over the past several years we’ve been in the process of switching those records over to a private encrypted server. We haven’t done all the files yet, but we started with all active and inactive field agents, so there’s a solid chance the info we need is on that server. It’ll take some time, but I’m pretty sure I can access the files remotely.”

“Might be a long shot,” I replied, “but if you can get a hit on that tattoo, that could be a game changer.”

“My place should be safe,” Ferraro said, “and I’ve got a computer and a landline, so Yancy and I should be able to get ahold of you when we find something or vice versa.”

“Got it in one,” I said. “Everyone have warm-and-fuzzies about this plan?”

 Ferraro and Darlene each nodded in turn. 

Good. The only thing left to do now was get a cab and get our asses to Cité Soleil. Home to murderous machete-wielding street gangs, twisted black-hearted voodoo of the worst sort, and a bona fide murder god.




 

 

 

 

 

 

FIFTEEN:
 

Cité Soleil
 

 
 

Ferraro and I ghosted along the narrow, intricate back roads of Cité Soleil, wrapped in a thick veil of my making but still taking great pains to cling to the shadows and avoid any passersby. In a place like Haiti, white skin marked you out as surely as if you carried a flamethrower in one hand and a boom box blaring smooth jazz in the other. Being a foreigner here wasn’t necessarily
tantamount to a death sentence, but at the very least, you should expect to be robbed, kidnapped, or shot in the legs on general principle of being an outsider.

Sometimes Westerners visited places like Port-Au-Prince, Haiti’s capital, but no one visited Cité Soleil. No one. Even other Haitians stayed out, fearing the heavy-handed Chimeres: the brutal gangs who ran the streets, who ran everything. Even the Haitian government didn’t know what to do with this sprawling slum city or its gun-toting inhabitants. Wall it off? Burn it down? Leave it be, and just pretend the damned place didn’t exist? No one had an answer. Not really. 

There’s a good reason the Haitians are scared of this place, of the gangs. There was a good reason the U.N. described Cité Solei as the most dangerous place on Earth, despite being only a two-hour flight from the sunny shores of Miami.

In this city, the Chimeres were everything, everywhere, and they were far more like machete-wielding tribal warlords than the street gangs we think of in America. Though Haiti did have a government and a police force, the labyrinth of Cité Solei belonged heart and soul to the gangs. They were the police. They were the law. They were life and death. One wrong step with them could get you murdered or worse—and in Haiti, there is certainly something worse than death, believe you me. 

We moved as quickly as we could, not speaking, instead on constant watch against any of a thousand threats that might cost us our lives. The roadway we crept along on was hard-packed brown earth ten feet wide, and covered with garbage of every variety: Fluttering scraps of paper. Soiled and torn clothing. Filthy plastic bottles. Broken glass. Human waste in fetid puddles. Behind us lay a pile of old tires, burning, smoldering, letting off noxious fumes; a few women, surrounded by a handful of youngsters, most under five, sat around the fire, warming themselves. 

On our left was a series of single-level shacks, made of overlapping sheets of corrugated tin, often rusted or riddled with bullet holes, which lent them a pockmarked, post-apocalyptic appearance. On the right were more of the tin hovels, leaning drunkenly against one another, supported by crude cinderblocks, rusted nails, and long wooden struts that poked through the walls and roofs like rotten teeth. Narrow alleyways littered the streets—claustrophobic, twisting things with clotheslines loaded down by colorful linens.

We came up on the edge of the next street, which dead-ended at a rickety bridge—really a couple of warped two-by-fours sitting on a few car tires—which shot across a deep crevice five or six feet wide, flowing with sludgy water that reeked of shit and death. And I’m not exaggerating here. The smell was just awful. Imagine, if you will, a dead, bloated pig, cut open and pumped full of human waste. Disgusted? Good. Now take that waste-filled hog corpse, stitch it up, let it sit in the sun for a month, then string it up like a piñata and take a bat to it. 

That little picture is an accurate representation of what my nose was experiencing. And boy oh boy was it an effort of will not to projectile vomit all over the roadway.


 My steps faltered as I caught a snatch of pounding drums and a flutter of movement, dead ahead. I crept forward another few feet, repositioning myself so I could get a better looksee.

Well, shit.

Though our side of the street was empty and lifeless, the same couldn’t be said for the far side of shit-creek. The rickety, makeshift bridge connected to another narrow alleyway, which dumped onto a boulevard bursting with people. Bright torchlight filled the night with orange fire, illuminating the mob of folks streaming by in what looked like a parade. Men and women, many little more than skin and bones, hooted and hollered in time to a cadre of pounding drums—the sound primal, almost feral.

What kind of jack-assery was this?


I hunkered down into a crouch, watching the street, kicking around potential plans of action in the ol’ noggin. A moment later Ferraro leaned into me, pressing her mouth close to my ear.

“That looks like a mess,” she whispered. “If we’re trying to keep a low profile, going in there is a bad, bad idea.”

“Yeah,” I replied softly, and boy was she right. I didn’t know what that clusterfuck up ahead was, but I was reasonably certain I wanted no part of it. “But,” I said with a soft sigh, “we don’t have a lot of choice, do we? It’s not like Google maps is gonna get us where we need to be.” 

Currently, we were headed for the one place in Cité Soleil
where we might find a helping hand and a little info. The Guild had an informant here. A crusty old boneman—a voodoo priest—who went by the name
Pierre-Francois. Guy was a shriveled, sour, disagreeable bastard who ran a hoodoo shop, selling ritual ingredients and whipping up blessed fetishes. He wasn’t with the Guild, not powerful enough to make the cut, didn’t have the inclination either, but he knew his business well and dabbled in the darker areas of the craft. 

Specifically, necromancy.

After James had dropped his little Haiti-hint a few months back, I’d asked around a bit—reminiscing about old times, really—and found out Pierre-Francois was still working out of the same shitty shanty shop. I’d worked with Pierre-Francois back in ’76, and though he wasn’t a good guy or a team player, he could be a reliable source of info. 

With a little friendly persuading. 

Pierre-Francois was also the only contact I had in Haiti, so I wasn’t exactly spoiled for choices.

I surveyed the procession of revelers, many of them clearly intoxicated or strung out on one thing or another. “I’m pretty damn sure Pierre-Francois’s shop isn’t far from here, but if we turn back now and look for a different route, there’s a good chance we’re gonna get lost. We could end up wandering around this cesspool for a week. We just need to suck it up and find a way through. Stay low and follow me.”

“You sure about this?” she asked, sounding more than a little wary.

“Nope,” I replied, “but when am I ever sure of anything?”

I stole across the wobbly bridge, then darted into the deep shadows, hugging the tin-walled buildings on the left. Once Ferraro was safely across, we edged closer until we finally got to the mouth of the alleyway, granting us an unrestricted view of the procession. People streamed in from the left. They appeared from a sharp bend in the hard-packed dirt road, meandered past us for twenty or so feet, then disappeared behind another twisting turn.

Definitely a parade of some sort. 

Men and women danced by, many half-clothed, most painted with a chalky-white powder, haphazardly applied so the dancers looked like an army of skeletons. Many of the partygoers held torches aloft, greasy firelight playing across the whole scene, casting lurid shadows that made me queasy to look at. Several skeleton men marched by, bearing drums in varying sizes, their hands skipping and beating in frantic motion. 

The noise and intoxicating rhythm charged the air with primal lust and hunger.

A lust and hunger that only the living know. The animal urge to feel, to breathe, to dance, to screw, to lose yourself in the hunt. The emotions conjured to the surface were base things, but not necessarily evil. Just wild. Free. Unrestricted. It was sheer celebration of what it meant to be alive. 

The darker part of me thoroughly enjoyed the spectacle, watching mostly naked women amble by, their bodies lean and strong like prowling wolves, moving with an infectious natural grace. The baser part of me wanted to throw caution to the wind: wanted to leave the shadows, pull out a cigarette, and join the stream of humanity in their ancient jubilation. 

Yet, I stayed firmly hidden, because underneath the music was something sinister—a subtle current of Vis-conjured power that positively reeked of glamour. A working designed to tap into that raw, feral emotion and create a feedback loop, which pumped the crowd up toward ever greater levels of frenzy. In an instant that unseen construct could push the partygoers over the edge of harmless hedonism and into the clutches of homicidal rage. Whoever was controlling the construct was screwing around with some dangerous shit. Made me nervous.

So, Ferraro and I stayed crouched and hidden, pressed up against a tin wall, waiting, watching, knowing the procession had to end eventually and then we could get back on our way once more. 

That nervousness, roiling around in the pit of my stomach, ratcheted up another notch the moment the convoy at the end of the winding procession pulled into view. Several vehicles made up the small fleet. A beat-to-shit pickup truck—shocks squeaky and shot all to hell, paint peeling, windshield simply missing—rolled by with guns pointing out from every conceivable orifice, transforming the vehicle into a mechanical hedgehog. The cab was filled with skeleton-painted men holding AKs and M16s. The truck bed, by contrast, was filled with kids. 

Hard-faced boys, all probably under thirteen or fourteen, with thin arms and haunted, hollow stares. Most were shirtless, showcasing protruding bellies and sunken chests, often tattooed with horrendous scars: Puckered, badly healed bullet wounds. Huge, jagged knife slashes crisscrossing chests, arms, and backs. A few had big swatches of burned skin. Those kids had scars even most veteran soldiers would grimace at, and they were children.

Kids, for fuck sake. 

Kids that should’ve been in school. Should’ve been playing baseball in some overgrown field or kicking around a soccer ball in someone’s backyard. Should’ve been goofin’ around in a creek, catching bugs and lizards and fish. Instead, they’d been turned into soldiers, their youth stripped away, stolen, replaced with a headful of nightmares and a handful of bullets. I’d seen shit like this before, but that didn’t make it any easier.

If anything, it made it worse. 

Seeing those children brought back the god-awful memory of my first kill—one of the worst memories I have, and trust me I have some real whoppers. That’d been back in Nam, damn near forty-five years ago, and sometimes I still saw his face at nights. This smooth-faced Vietnamese kid, with a narrow, caved-in chest, wearing one of those dirty and ill-fitting gray uniforms the VC slunk around in. Probably didn’t have to shave more than once a month, that kid. Fourteen or fifteen? A little older than the boys in the pickup, but certainly not old enough to have a steady girlfriend.

But, like the Haitians in the truck, he’d held a no-nonsense AK-47 in trembling hands, and had a little Chinese K-54 pistol tucked in the waistband of his trousers. He might’ve been a kid, but those weapons were all adult and all business.

In the end, it’d been him or me. And, much as I hate to say it, I picked me.

I’d put three quick shots—measured fire suppression, disciplined marksmanship—right into his chest, tight around his heart. Watched as that poor kid died. And it wasn’t a quick death, like it sometimes is in the movies. He toppled over, lungs heaving and racking, red spurting out from his mouth in great gobs. He moaned for a while, the sound wet and choking, as life leaked away, one pump of his dying heart at a time. Friggin’ nightmare.

Another dilapidated truck cruised by, filled with even more rough-edged child-soldiers. In many ways, the scar-laden recruits could’ve been brothers to that kid in the Vietnamese Bush. Their skin was darker, true, but they had the same stoop to their shoulders, had the same broken-spirit eyes, gripped the same oversized weapons in frail, too small hands. 

This whole situation was too much like my time in Nam for comfort.

My lips pulled back in a silent snarl, a rictus of hate, and I found myself reaching out to the Vis, drawing in deeply, ready to murder the bastard son of a bitch who would do that to a bunch of innocent children. I felt Azazel stirring inside my soul, flexing leathery wings and stretching scarred arms in anticipation of his freedom. 

I didn’t care, not in the moment. 

Vis flooded into me, burning me up with unimaginable heat, followed by a tidal rush of freezing Nox swirling in my veins. The two dueling forces pulsed inside me, dancing as my head thumped in time to the chaotic drumming. Without a thought I began to form the weaves for a nasty earth-based construct, while, simultaneously, my hand slid around the pistol grip of my gun. I pulled it from its holster with a soft rasp of metal on leather.

Ferraro clamped a hand on my forearm, fingers flexing, digging in. “What in the hell are you doing?” she hissed. “We can’t fight that. You’ll get us both killed.” I jerked my arm away, ready to lash out at her for interfering, then halted as a third vehicle pulled around the bend. In a flash, an eyeblink, all my righteous indignation and hate faded, replaced by a combination of shock and panic. 

Fear, raw and overwhelming, came next.

The truck was much the same as the first two, though of better quality:

A newer model with fewer dings and dents, a fresh coat of paint, and even an intact windshield protecting the driver within. But instead of child-soldiers lining the truck bed, staring out with eyes that’d seen too much, there was a mammoth throne erected in the center of the vehicle. A huge chair fashioned from old driftwood, a hundred pieces of yellowed bone, and alligator hide. The thing screamed Voodoo at the top of its lungs.

Worse still, I knew the man lounging in the gaudy chair. There wasn’t a shadow of doubt in my mind. I knew that asshole because I’d murdered him thirty friggin’ years ago. 

Pa Beauvoir, the Voodoo Daddy himself. 

Now let’s get something straight—when I say I murdered him, I mean royally smoked his ass for keeps. It’s not like he was mortally wounded, but clinging on to dear life, as I left him for dead like some kinda idiot movie hero. Nope. I one hundred percent killed his voodoo ass. Planted a bullet through one eye and blew out the back of his skull in the process. Painted one of his walls with pink mist and splatters of gray matter. It was the kinda wound no one anywhere, ever, walks away from. Period. Full stop. 

He couldn’t be alive. 

It was absolutely, fundamentally impossible. 

But, nevertheless, there he was, looking pretty damn active for a dead man, sprawled in his chair, one leg draped over the arm with a shit-eating smirk plastered all over his face.

The Voodoo Daddy was a tall, gaunt fella with short cropped hair, thick eyebrows, and a thin pencil mustache. He had a hard-angled face lined with a host of scars and had skin as black as rich graveyard dirt. Like the other partygoers, he had chalky dust caked to his body and smeared over his face, giving him the appearance of a walking corpse, which is exactly what he was. He wore a dusty top hat, a rhinestone encrusted tuxedo jacket, and black slacks, but no shirt, which showcased his emaciated torso. 

As the motorcade crawled past, he turned his face toward Ferraro and me, searching the shadows of the alleyway as though he somehow knew we were there lurking, hiding, cowering. He had a gaping hole in his head, a deep empty gouge where his left eye should’ve been, but wasn’t. Thanks to me. Thanks to the hand cannon I was currently holding, ready to finish the job right and proper if I could get the chance. 

He smiled, and I caught a glint of gold in his mouth as his perpetual grin widened. Then, almost before I knew it, the truck was plodding past, fat tires crunching over the dirt, taking the Voodoo Daddy with it. One final truck passed by and then the procession thinned and tapered away, leaving behind an eerie quiet in its wake.

“What just happened?” Ferraro asked, standing, stealing a fugitive look both ways, shotgun at the low ready. “For a second there I was sure you were going to stampede off into the mess, shooting indiscriminately, and then you just locked up. The guy in the truck, who is he to you?” she demanded, her voice quiet but sure. 

“Big, big trouble, is who he is to me,” I said. “I don’t know how in the hell that shitstick is breathing, but that was Pa Beauvoir.”

Her breath caught in her throat in a strangled wheeze. I’d given her a hasty rundown on Haiti and my past dealings here, so she knew what it meant. “I thought you said he was dead,” she said, dropping back into a wary crouch.

“He was,” I replied. “He is, dammit. But apparently he’s found a way around that, which sucks a school bus full of ass, because that guy’s a certifiable nightmare.” 

“What’re the chances that we’re going to cross paths with him?” she asked, running a hand along the barrel of her shotgun.

“Far higher than I’d care to wager on,” I said, standing. “Let’s get to Pierre-Francois’s place—we need to find out what in the backwards hell is going on here.”




 

 

 

 

 

 

SIXTEEN:
 

Boneman
 

 
 

 It took us another half hour of steady trekking before we finally made it to Pierre-Francois’s hoodoo shop, though thankfully our trip went down without further incident. No one spotted us, or, if they did, they showed no interest in stopping us, which was good for them. After seeing Pa Beauvoir riding around like the Voodoo King of Haiti, I was as tightly wound as a yo-yo; if anyone had tried to stop me, there was a damn good chance I would’ve nuked ’em purely on instinct. 

Ferraro likewise seemed tense. Shoulders tight, shotgun always at the low ready, as if anticipating a surprise ambush around every corner. She treated every shadow, every crevice—some not even big enough to conceal a shit-caked rat—as if it might somehow conceal an army. Paranoid, yes. But in this line of work a little cultivated paranoia could often save your ass. 

I breathed out a long sigh of relief when we finally cut through another confining alley, partially blocked by an emaciated woman sleeping in a wheelbarrow, and caught sight of Pierre-Francois’s place. Instead of a single family hovel, it was actually a small complex of interconnected buildings surrounded by a high wall of thick, pitted concrete, broken only by a solid iron fence.

Three buildings, cobbled from stone, concrete, and red-brown mud instead of rusted tin like most of the places in Cité Soleil, poked up from behind the crude outer wall. If Pierre-Francois hadn’t changed the layout—and I doubted he had, since he was a man solidly stuck in his ways—the far left building would be the Hounfour, what amounted to a Voodoo temple, the right would hold his personal Loa shrine and safeguard his witch-jars, and the center would be his shop and sleeping quarters.

I darted from the shadows, crossing the empty stretch of roadway with Ferraro close behind. 

The moon above—full and bright, though partially obscured by a floating band of gray cloud—cast everything in an eerie silver light. It was probably just my overactive imagination, but that eerie moonlight seemed to conjure vague specters of the dead in my peripheries. Ghostly humanoid forms, wispy, indistinct, and ethereal. Whenever I tried to look at ’em straight on, though, they were gone. Just empty night. A shiver ran across my back as I moved—Pierre-Francois was a powerful spiritist, so maybe it wasn’t an overactive imagination.

A dull throb of energy hit my senses as I drew nearer. A pulsing wave of static power brushing up against me like spider webbing. Wards, emanating from the gate. Not that I was especially surprised. If I lived in this shit-hole I would’ve buried my house in a mountain of wards powerful enough to fry a rampaging horde of slathering doom beasts. Say what you will, but I’m a big believer in the philosophy of nuclear deterrents. I faltered, raising one hand, signaling Ferraro to stop. 

“Wards,” I whispered over my shoulder in explanation before pulling in a fistful of Vis. After breathing out my mounting unease and inhaling steady, sure-hand focus, I conjured a wispy probe, equal parts air and spirit. The unobtrusive little construct floated out, licking up against the concrete wall, reading the constructs built into the stone like a trashy pulp magazine. Nothing remained hidden.

The wards were complex things, though not especially powerful, at least not against someone like me. 

There were a few weak offensive workings that’d give any would-be invaders a nasty kick in the teeth, but mostly they were defensive things. Constructs designed to prevent hostile, uninvited noncorporeal entities, like lesser demons or spirits, from gaining access to the compound, which was a real problem wherever Voodoo was practiced. Voodoo Houngans like Pierre-Francois or Bokors, like the Voodoo Daddy, were notorious for enslaving unwilling souls and using them for a wide range of things. 

Spirits could power dark rituals, augment a Bokor’s unnatural abilities, or be sent into the dreams of an enemy. Incorruptible covert spies that could glean info straight from the subconscious mind. 

Most homes have a naturally occurring domicilium seal-, which would accomplish more or less the same thing, but Pierre-Francois’s compound had no such protection, since it doubled as a religious and community center of sorts. Which was good news for me. That same seal would’ve made working with the Vis an unruly and unreliable affair, but without it, I could damn well bust in and sling power without a problem.

It took me only a handful of seconds to break his wards down shotgun style, and from there it was simply a matter of pushing my way through the iron gate, which swung inward without a hitch. The heavy-ass thing wasn’t even locked. But then, no Haitian Rube would ever think of robbing from a boneman. That was a surefire way to get your spine ripped out through your asshole, then shoved right back down your throat. It’d be smarter to walk up to a disgruntled mountain troll, slap him in his face, kick him in the groin, then insult his mother.

No, Pierre-Francois wasn’t worried about robbers, he was protecting himself against any powerful spirits he may have unwittingly offended. That, or other bonemen. 

“Oh my god,” Ferraro said, covering her mouth with one hand as we walked into a small courtyard hidden behind the wall. The general reek of Cité Soleil can only be described as absolutely heinous, but even that smell dimmed in comparison to the odor wafting around inside the compound. It drifted from the mounds of corpses—mostly animal, but a few human—in various stages of decay piled up just about everywhere. There were crude wooden tables stacked with skulls—cats, dogs, rodents, birds, gators, snakes—and another table heaped to overflowing with skins and feathers, bits of hair and drying gristle. 

The few human corpses were piled along the right-hand side of the wall, stacked like cordwood and bound together with thick strips of cracked leather.

Disgusting is an understatement and unnerving doesn’t even begin to cover it. Walking into this place was like that scene in a horror movie where the intrepid heroes happen upon some dilapidated cabin in the backwoods, which ends up being filled to the gills with ghoulish souvenirs. They stumble in and you can’t help but scream at ’em from the couch, “No! Don’t go in there, you fools! Can’t you see this place is a friggin’ portal to hell?” But, of course, the heroes never listen. And, much as I wanted to turn back and run for the hills, this place was actually a safe haven compared to the rest of this infernal city.

“What the hell is this place?” Ferraro asked, her words a mix of horror and revulsion. That question was quickly followed by another. “This is where your informant is? The guy who runs this place should be turned into the World Court for crimes against humanity. Then someone should burn this place to the ground. Absolutely disgusting.” 

“Why do you think they call him a boneman?” I said, partially turning toward her. “This guy is a priest, but he’s also a fetish maker.” 

 “Which is what?” she asked, eyes perpetually scanning the courtyard, searching for potential threats. 

 “Fetishes are like talismans—necklaces, bracelets, charms—which act as totems of power. Bokors, basically black-priests, use ’em to enslave souls and enhance their voodoo skills. Mostly, Pierre-Francois makes totems of protection for regular folks. They’re supposed to do lots of things—bring good luck, offer protection from disease, keep you safe from dark spirits. The usual.”

 “Nothing about this is usual,” she replied, voice flat, gaze sweeping over the piles of strange and macabre material. “Do they work?” she asked. “These fetishes?” 

 “Most are worthless garbage.” I shrugged one shoulder. “Takes a lot of effort to make the real deal, and the process is dangerous, since you gotta truck with the Loa to produce ’em, and the Loa are fickle. Real temperamental. Just imagine giant, sadistic, demonically powered toddlers. Most of the Loa are like that. But Pierre-Francois is the real deal, and he certainly can make fetishes that’ll do all kinds of cool shit. Provided you’re willing to wear a necklace made of pig intestine, human ears, and alligator teeth.” 

She blanched at the words, color draining from her face. 

“Now, speaking of ears,” I said, “let’s go bend his a little.”

 I looked left, toward the Voodoo temple, the Hounfour, which was in many ways the heart of the Haitian community. Though statistically Haiti was eighty percent Catholic, it was one hundred and ten percent Voodoo, and religious life revolved around that building. Practitioners would go there to worship, to invoke the ancient spirits of the Loa, to dance to the wild drums, and to perform their bloody sacrifices: chickens, goats, pigs, though sometimes other things got added to the menu. 

Like unlucky humans or halfies who found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time.

 Most of the Voodoo ceremonies took place at night, but the building stood dark and quiet, empty of life. “Stay close and don’t touch anything,” I said, moving toward the center building, weaving my way amongst the tables and piled corpses, careful not to disturb any of the unsettling contents. The middle building was an unremarkable concrete box, covered in some kind of drab, chalky pink paint. A heavy wooden door barred our way, but as with the front gate, this one wasn’t locked.

 I heaved it open with a grunt and immediately squinted against the sudden, harsh yellow candlelight flooding into the courtyard. There were candles everywhere. Some in old lanterns dangling from the ceiling, others on ornate bronze candelabras. A few haphazardly dotted dusty shelves; an absolute fire hazard.

 “Who there?” a man immediately called from within, his voice dry and raspy, heavily coated with the twang of French-Creole. “You come here lookin’ for easy pickins, you come lookin’ in the wrong place.” The soft slide of a shotgun pump followed. “I be half blind, but I can’t miss wit’ this baby. You walk away now, or you walk away with a face full ah buckshot. And if dat all I do, it’ll be a lucky day for you.”

 “Relax, old-timer,” I said, blinking sporadically against the harsh illumination until my eyes finally adjusted. 

The room wasn’t big, maybe ten feet wide, but long, stretching back twenty or thirty feet, with a low ceiling covered with, well … things. Spikey, dried blowfish dangled from pieces of twine. Dead bats, wings tightly bound to their desiccated bodies, swung lazily in a barely there breeze. There were small broken skulls. Mummified cat bodies. Bloated corpse toads from the Hub. 

The walls were painted a pale pink and had elaborate sigils and symbols scribbled on in eye-searing green. I could make out a few of the markings, but most were foreign to me, though I had little doubt they were invocations to various Loas—seals for protection, prosperity, or blessing. A series of crude wooden shelves clung to the left-hand wall, snaking from the front of the shop to the back. They were heavily laden with jars and plants, books and bones, powders and unlit candles. 

A rootworker’s dream.

“I know dat voice.” The words came from a closed door at the far end of the shop. It swung out on squeaky hinges, revealing a wizened old Haitian, stooped with age. The man hobbled into the room with a shuffling gait, one leg dragging a little. His skin was deeply black, but also washed out from age, and even from where I stood I could see the rheumy white of cataracts covering his eyes. He clutched a formidable double-barreled shotgun in arthritic hands—pointed our way, of course. He was also decked out in fetishes: necklaces, bracelets, anklets, all made of bone and feathers, fingers and teeth.

He was also bare-assed, manhood-flopped-out naked. Other than the gross fetishes, I mean. 

He didn’t lower the shotgun, but he did shuffle forward a few more steps, sniffing the air, almost tasting it like a snake as he moved. There was a faint stirring of wind. “No, that can’t be right,” he mumbled more for himself than us. “Ghede Nibo”—he gestured vaguely around him—“he tell me that be Yancy Lazarus, but I know that can’t be right. That ugly salaud wouldn’t ever show his face ’round here. Can’t be.” He shook his head slowly, back and forth, back and forth.

“Good to see you too, Pierre-Francois,” I replied. “It’s been a while, but I’m glad to see you still look like something a cat vomited into an old shoe.”




 

 

 

 

 

 

SEVENTEEN:
 

Good Cop, Bad Cop
 

 
 

Pierre-Francois glowered at me, face scrunched up in agitation: a look that said he was debating whether or not to serve me up a fatal dose of lead poisoning. Then he snorted. “Yancy Lazarus”—he shook his head and sniffed again—“can’t believe you got the balls to show your face ’round here. And who dat wit’ you? Nibo, he says you got a lady companion. Pretty one.” 

“My partner,” I replied. 

He grunted. “A mage?” he asked, finally dropping the barrel of his weapon.

“No,” Ferraro said in a flash. “I’m a United States Federal Agent. One with a tactical shotgun and a very limited tolerance for bullshit.”

His brow furrowed and his lips protruded in an ugly pout, but then he nodded slowly. “Well, get in here, then, the both of you,” he said, waving us forward with one hand. “The spirits are thick tonight. Eager. Get that door closed before they done creep in.” 

Ferraro complied, pulling the thick wooden door closed with a thud.

“Alright now, go on and take a seat, there.” He gestured curtly toward a pair of rickety-ass stools positioned around an equally rickety looking table toward the back. “I be back in a minute, need to make myself decent.” He turned and limp-shuffled back into his little room, grumbling the whole time, slamming the door shut behind him.

“I don’t like this,” Ferraro said as we both stalked over to the offered seats. She stole an uneasy look around the room. “This guy, he gives me the creeps, Yancy. I know I don’t have the same experience with the supernatural as you do, but I’m a good judge of character, and this guy’s bad. Maybe he won’t do anything to us personally, but he’ll roll on us in a heartbeat if there’s something in it for him. I’ve worked with a thousand snitches just like him. That’s probably the reason he’s an informant in the first place—his allegiance is for sale to the highest bidder.” 

“I’m not saying you’re wrong”—I ran a hand through my hair—“but this is what we’ve got to work with. This is the only place we can go, and that decrepit old fart is our only lifeline.”

Pierre-Francois wobbled out a moment later, sans shotgun, clothed in a ratty plaid bathrobe held together mostly by sweat and grime and bits of dried chewing tobacco. “I still can’t believe it,” the old-timer said, shuffling to an unoccupied seat across from me and gently, slowly, lowering himself down. 

His face contorted in a grimace of pain from his effort. “These godforsaken bones ah mine get older every day. Comin’ up on four hundred next month.” He sighed, then broke wind—a billowing rip, which he completely ignored—as he settled his weight onto the seat. “So you got a death wish?” he said without preamble. “If so, you done come to the right place, boy.”

“No death wish,” I replied, trying to ignore the sour stink of old man flatulence, “and I think we both damned well know I wouldn’t be in Haiti if the need weren’t world-ending important.”

“You workin’ a case, then?” he asked, milky eyes peering into me. “Last I heard you were in retirement. Left after that mess with the De Danann.”

“Was retired. Past tense. Things change, and for now, I’m battin’ for the home team again.”

“Things, they change alright,” Pierre-Francois replied slowly, raising one hand and fingering a few overlong strands of hair jutting from a large mole on his chin. “You truckin’ with the dark power, now? The Avizo?” he asked, then waved a hand through the air, fingers flicking back and forth in dismissal. “What me sayin’? Course you usin’. It’s all over you. Even a blind man like me can see that. Don’t even need no help from Nibo.”

“What’s a Nibo?” Ferraro asked, leaning forward, one elbow resting on her knee.

“Him who gives me power, ah course. The Baron of the Crossroads. I make him offerings, he grant me access to the Avizo for my workings. I never woulda taken you for a secret practitioner,” he said, turning that watery, dead gaze back on me, “but, like you say, things, they change. You come to learn the secret? The art? Might be I could teach you, if that what you after. Haven’t had a proper apprentice in a time, but I know the craft good as any. Better than most. I could teach you the making of the fetishes, too. With your kinda power, boy, you could be one of the best.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, far more vehemently than I intended. 

Except maybe I did know what he was talking about, after a fashion. 

The ghostly rustle of demonic wings seemed to drift through my head in quiet affirmation.

Though folks like Pierre-Francois used the Vis in their workings, Voodoo was an altogether different beast than what most magi did. My abilities were tied directly to the raw power undergirding creation. When I wanted to do something, I tapped into that vast ocean of energy, drew the necessary elemental components, then shaped it according to my will. No muss, no fuss, very straightforward. 

More like advanced physics than magic. 

But Voodoo was magic, in its way. 

Instead of shaping Vis through sheer will, Voodoo priests, Bokors, and initiates of Voudoun manipulated Creation’s energies through complicated rituals and time-consuming prayers, which were so integral to the process that their constructs literally wouldn’t work without all the religious trappings. And, most notably, they focused on conjuring and binding the Loa in exchange for powers no proper magi had access to. A power voodoo workers called Avizo—the mysterious force that governs death and destruction.

The true Voudoun community was closed off to outsiders, and Voodoo masters—few and far between, believe you me—were notoriously tight-lipped about their rituals and even more so with Guild members, who frowned on their ass-backward practices. Like necromancy. Powerful Voudoun practitioners were a secretive lot, and those who divulged those secrets to noninitiates faced extremely unpleasant punishments. Like being buried alive. Or set on fire. True, I knew a little bit about the secret Voodoo from my time working undercover here, but what I knew only scratched the bizarre, fetish-covered surface. 

But what if Voodoo wasn’t magic? 

What if Avizo was just a different word for Nox? What if Houngans and Bokors bound free-roaming Loa in exchange for access to a dark, secret power inaccessible to humans without aid from powerhouse interdimensional beings? Was I a friggin’ Bokor now? Some kinda dark Voodoo shithead? 

That wasn’t a line of thought I particularly wanted to explore, so I rudely shoved those nasty notions away. Pushing them to the back of my mind, I turned my full attention to Pierre-Francois. 

“Listen,” I growled, “all we’re here for is information.” 

Ferraro placed a hand on my shoulder and gave it a little pull, forcing me to look at her. “You okay?” she asked, searching my face.

I nodded, too afraid to speak, knowing I might give away just how not okay I was.

“Why don’t you take a breather?” she said, sensing my sour mood. “I can do this part as well as you. Better, actually.”

I nodded and folded my arms across my chest, refusing to look at the lined Voodoo priest. I’m not a fucking death-worshiping, necromantic shitheel, dammit!


“We’re here to find out about a man,” Ferraro said evenly, “who we have good reason to believe operates in these parts. He has a number of names and aliases, but we believe he’s going by Baron Samedi, though he also goes by the name Luang Phor Ong. Or sometimes Mucalinda.”

There was a screech as Pierre-Francois’s wobbly stool slid back. His face swiftly contorted in fear at the mention of the name. Before anyone could speak he crossed himself then grabbed a bone-clad talisman—shaped like an open palm with an actual chicken’s eye affixed in the middle—which he promptly raised to his dusty lips in a reverent kiss. 

“You do got a death wish. The both of you,” he said, then spat on the floor. “Come ’round here, talking ’bout the High Baron. Bad business, no matter who you be.” He fished a dirt-stained handkerchief from his robe pocket and mopped his forehead. His hand shook the whole while. “Hear me now, I want no part in helpin’ anyone who at cross purposes with him. You cross him, you dead or you end up zombie. Don’t matter what Loa you serve, he get you. And I will not end up wit’ my soul in a witch-jar. I will not.” 

I rounded on him. “Does this have something to do with Pa Beauvoir roaming the streets when he should be a pile of bones rotting in the friggin’ ground?”

Pierre-Francois shook his head, a petulant, implacable sneer firmly in place on his worn face. “I’m not sayin’ nothin’ against the High Baron Samedi. Not him and not Baron La-Croix, neither.”

“Baron La-Croix,” I said, standing, skirting around the table and slowly edging forward until I loomed over the shriveled man. “Is that what Pa Beauvoir is going by these days?” I grabbed his musty bathrobe, nearly recoiling at the filthy layer of grime. “These days, I’ve been having a helluva time with my temper”—a surge of Nox crept in, and suddenly I was seeing through a hazy cloud of purple. I knew my eyes were glowing with otherworldly power, I could see it reflected in Pierre-Francois milky orbs—“so you’d better talk before a witch-jar seems like a nice place for retirement.”

Ferraro smoothly slipped up next to me, wedging herself between me and the old man. “No reason for this to turn ugly,” she said, first to me, then rounding on Pierre-Francois. “Please, let me help you back to your seat.” With a halfhearted smile she walked the tottering old man over to his stool and eased him down. “Now,” she said, backing up a step, “let’s be civil about this?”

“You think I’m a fool, yeah?” the boneman responded. “I know what this be. I watch your American television shows. Your Miami Vice, with Sonny Crockett and Rico Tubbs. You playin’ good cop, bad cop. Well, I’m not dumb.”

“Good,” Ferraro said with a flash of teeth. “I’m glad you know how this works—that’ll save time explaining it.” 

“I ain’t talkin’—nothin’ you can do to me be worse than what the Barons will do. I’ve got nothin’ to say on the matter.”

 She nodded her head sympathetically as he spoke, then, as he fell sullenly silent, she cocked back her fist and popped him in the jaw with a wicked right hook that sent him sprawling to the floor with a curse and a thud. 

 “A pox on you, woman!” he shouted, his voice a disgruntled rasp as he rubbed at his cheek. “I thought you were the good cop?”

“I am,” she replied evenly, “but good and bad are subjective terms.”

“And FYI,” I said, pulling my hand cannon and pointing it at one of his rail-thin legs, “be careful who you call poxes down on. I tend to get a little trigger happy when people start threatening my friends, douchenozzle. And bad things happen when I get trigger happy. If you need my credentials, feel free to ask your Baron La-Croix about it.” I tapped the corner of my eye with one finger, a not-so-subtle reminder that I’d blasted the Voodoo Daddy’s brain out the back of his head. 

“I meant nothing by it, that curse,” he said with a sigh, then shakily pushed himself up against the wall, leaning against the concrete. He scrubbed one hand over his bald head, then twirled the hair protruding from his mole. “Gah. Fine. Ask what you would have of me,” he finally said, resigned. “I tell you what I know, but then I want you out. Gone. The sooner the better.”

Ferraro shot me a frosty look, I’ve got this. “Let’s start with this man, Baron Samedi. Tell us about him.”

Once more the old boneman crossed himself and kissed his amulet. 

“There ain’t much to tell about him,” he replied softly. “He ain’t no Haitian, that much I do know. He an Azyatik, from China maybe. Show up here ’bout ten years ago—and he got power. Real power. More than any of the Loa I ever seen. He call himself Baron Samedi, the Loa Lord of the Grave. No one be that bold unless they tell the truth, and he certainly got power over the grave.

“All us bonemen know about the zombies, but he show up with zombies like no one ever seen before. He call people back from the dead. He conjure spirits like none of us ever seen. Demon snakemen, Kulev. Strange bird creatures. Not long after dat, Pa Beauvoir make his grand appearance, though everyone know he been grave-dirt for thirty years. Except he says he Baron La-Croix now. Loa incarnated. He no friend to me.” He spit again, a fat wad of phlegm that darkened the dusty floor. “But”—he shrugged his narrow shoulders—“he got power, too. And he got the blessing of Baron Samedi, so no one question him. No one.” 

“And if we wanted to find Baron Samedi, where would we go?” Ferraro asked, staring down her nose at him, one hand planted on her cocked-out hip.

“The High Baron?” Pierre-Francois said after a spell. “He ain’t ’round much these days. Leaves mosta the heavy liftin’ to Baron La-Croix. Baron La-Croix, he collect tribute, run the Chimeres, keep what little peace there be. So, you wanna find the Big man, you go to the Little man.”

“Okay, then where can we find Baron La-Croix?” Ferraro asked, irritation creeping in.

“He run a big nightclub called Ge-Rouge, but”—he paused, sniffing at the air like a dog picking up on a scent—“I’m thinkin’ you won’t need to find him. No, he gonna find you.” 

A moment later I heard the distant sound of thundering drums.




 

 

 

 

 

 

EIGHTEEN:
 

Damsel in Distress
 

 
 

“Keep an eye on him,” I yelled at Ferraro, bolting for the door, eating up the distance in a blink and bursting out into the courtyard, now awash with the encroaching sound of rumbling drums. The outer wall surrounding the property was too high for me to see over. So, with a blast of Vis-conjured air, I swept a heap of yellowed skulls from one of the roughhewn tables—they crashed against the ground with a dusty clatter—then slammed the table against the wall with a screech and a thump.

I hoofed it across the courtyard and mounted that sucker in a blink, scrambling to my feet, gazing out over the top of the concrete wall and onto the street beyond. I blinked, then pressed the palms of my hands into my eye sockets, trying to clear my vision because I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. After a second I pulled my hands away and blinked a few more times.

Yep, still awful. 

More than awful, actually. 

I was boned. Seriously, seriously boned. We’d been sold out in the worst way possible.

One of the trucks I’d seen earlier meandered down the road, carrying a small contingent of AK-wielding child soldiers and—’cause my life is one horrendous blow after another—Pa Beauvoir, aka Baron La-Croix, aka the Voodoo Daddy, riding on his lameass Voodoo throne. Dammit. The pickup was flanked on either side by a trio of men, each bearing a drum. Worse even than Pa Beauvoir, though, was the ocean of undead swarming toward me like an army of fiddler crabs, all arrayed before the pickup. Maybe a hundred zombies in various states of decomposition. 

There were lurching creatures, little more than walking bones, with thin, dusty skin stretched tight across rib cages, and gaunt, nose-less faces. There were bloated bodies, fresh corpses, with bellies still full of accumulated gas trapped in collapsed intestines. There were older shamblers with chalky, decayed skin, worn away in places, revealing dry, ropy muscle beneath. A few were dressed in funeral finery—dusty tuxedos or stained dresses—but most only wore filthy rags, which is likely what they wore in life too. 

I had two minutes, tops, before they were on us. Two minutes to come up with one helluva game plan. Great.

I leapt from the table, hitting the ground hard, stumbling then breaking into a listing run, which carried me back into Pierre-Francois’s shop. “You son of a bitch.” I leveled my gun at his head. “You sold us out, didn’t you?! Didn’t you!” I roared. Some part of me was fully aware this wasn’t a productive use of the meager time I had left, but the raging inferno of white-hot fury and fear building in my chest didn’t care about that. It wasn’t concerned with practicality or pragmatism. It just wanted blood, demanded it. “How else would they have found us here?!”

“What you want from me?” Pierre-Francois snapped, not moving from his stool nor bothering to deny the accusation. “Baron La-Croix may be no friend to me, but I don’t want him as my enemy. I told you, warned you—cross him and you wind up dead or zombie. You might think”—he tapped a knobby finger against his temple—“you were not seen comin’ here, but the spirits, they serve the Barons and they see everything. Everything. If I don’t tell the Baron Yancy Lazarus paid me a visit, he would find out. Then? Then he would make me pay. So I scry him when I go to change clothes. Tell him you here.”

“What are we up against?” Ferraro asked, never taking her shotgun off the boneman. “What’s our play?”

My mouth was dry, my stomach turning back flips as bile rose in my throat. There was no play here. No good one, anyway. We were in an utterly hostile locale, our one ally had already turned on us, and there was an unstoppable army of undead marching our way, led by a man who would stop at nothing to get his hands on me. 

Even if we ran, assuming we could run, which I doubted, he would catch us. And despite the fact that the Voodoo Daddy had adopted a new name, I had no illusions he’d changed as a person. He was a vindictive, psychopathic dictator who liked hurting others. He was a dickhead of the absolute worst kind, and if he got his grimy hands on Ferraro, he wouldn’t bat an eyelid about torturing her if he thought it would hurt me. 

There was no way out of this. No clever plan. This was a lose-lose scenario and I was the loser, the poor sap holding the shit end of the stick. I couldn’t get away, but maybe it wasn’t a lost cause for Ferraro. 

“Is there a back way out?” I asked, rounding on Pierre-Francois, who sat wilted and defeated on his stool. “You’re a shrewd old snake, so I know you’ve got a bolt-hole around here somewhere.”

He looked up at me and though his milky eyes were dead and useless, I could acutely feel his gaze and knew, somehow, he was seeing me. Really seeing me. He nodded. “It’ll do you no good, though,” he said, the answer barely more than a whisper.

“You think I don’t know that?” I yelled, voice hard and sharp as knife blade. “But it might help her.” I waved a hand at Ferraro. “She doesn’t have to get dragged down here.”

“What?” Ferraro’s eyes narrowed into fine slits. “You think I’m going to leave you to die?” The words were an indictment against me. She sounded as if I’d affronted her honor as a FBI agent, as a former Marine, and, generally, as a not-shitty human being. Though we’d done our time in the Corps years and years apart, we were both Devil Dogs—both part of a small, elite family of warfighters—and you never left one of your own behind. Never. 

“You haven’t seen what’s out there,” I replied, a slight tremble to the words. “We can’t beat this, Ferraro. We can’t.” I shook my head, lips compressed into a thin cut. “But the Voodoo Daddy, he’s here for me, not you. And he’s not gonna stop until he has me. I might not be able to win, but I can hold these bastards off for a little while, long enough for you to escape—”

“For me to escape and let you die? No, that’s not how this is going to end,” she said, resolute. “You don’t get to fall on your sword. You don’t get to make yourself into a martyr. Maybe I couldn’t stop that monk from doing something asinine, but I’m not going to let it happen again. Not to you. And I absolutely refuse—refuse, do you hear me—to be turned into a princess that needs rescuing.”

“We don’t have time for this bullshit,” I said. “Just stop bumpin’ your gums for one friggin’ minute and let me talk.”

She glowered at me, but said nothing.

“Look, he’s not going to kill me, okay? Not at first, anyway. He’s got a score to settle, and Pa Beauvoir isn’t the kind of guy to offer a quick death. I’m gonna fight, you’re gonna escape, he’s gonna capture me. That’s how it’s gonna play out. After that, he’s gonna take me somewhere, probably to this club of his, and he’s gonna do bad things to me. It won’t be a quick process. He’ll drag it out for hours, maybe days, and then he’ll kill me. But as long as you’re free, you can save me. I’m not gonna be some martyr. I’m gonna be the damsel in distress and you can be the rescuing hero, okay? It’s the best chance we have.”

She turned away from me, refusing to look at me. She hadn’t accepted exactly, but I took her silence for reluctant agreement. And I knew she would agree—after all, she wasn’t stupid. She knew there was no other way out.

I speared Pierre-Francois with a glare. The man shifted awkwardly in his seat. “Please, you two-faced asshat. Please do this for me. You said Baron La-Croix is no friend to you, well here’s your chance to turn the tables. And you owe me this much, for our history. You owe me this for ringing that shitbird up in the first place. Just give her one of your charms, keep her hidden from the spirits, and get her outta here.” I faltered. “Please,” I said softly, voice cracking. 

He hesitated, chattering silently to himself, arguing with some unseen thing. “Gah. Okay.” He raised his hands in surrender. “But I only do it because Nibo says so. I give her some protection, let her be invisible to the spirits.” Slowly, he stood—taking a thousand friggin’ years doing it—then took the crude amulet from around his neck, waddled over to her, and slipped it over her head. “I will show her a way out. But that is all I do. No more. Once she is out, she is none of my concern and you”—he pointed a knobby digit at me—“you I wash my hands of.”

“Thank you,” I said, clapping him on one shoulder. 

The thumping, manic drumbeat was deafening now, reverberating up through the floor and into my feet. 

Not much time. 

I turned to Ferraro, pulling her around to face me. I cupped one hand around her chin and gently lifted her face, bringing her eyes up to meet mine as a lopsided grin pulled up one corner of my mouth. I leaned in and kissed her, lips pressing in, firm but tender. She yielded under the steady pressure, her body momentarily melting into mine as she wrapped one hand around my neck. 

Then, I pulled away, even against the press of her hand.

The kiss lasted a scant second, far too short, but that was all the time we could afford. “In case I don’t make it out of this,” I said, knowing this might be the end of the line, “well, you were always too good for me, and I was damn lucky for the time we had.” 

Before she could respond, I wheeled around and scurried for the door. Never was good at goodbyes. “Get her outta here,” I called over my shoulder to Pierre-Francois, “or I swear to God I’ll come back and haunt your ass until you’re pushing up daisies.” The sound of the drumming, so close, so loud, nearly drowned out my words, but I knew he heard me. 

I burst through the entryway and into the courtyard, slipping past debris and crudely stacked bodies, then leapt onto the table I’d pushed up against the wall. I scrambled upright in a second and peered into the street beyond, which was now flooded with the press of bodies and the sour stink of old death and voided bowels. The truck containing the grinning Voodoo Daddy had crept to a halt a couple hundred feet out. From my vantage, I could see the top-hat-wearing dickhead grinning from ear to ear. 

“It is well we meet again.” His voice boomed in the night, carried to me on conjured flows of Vis. “I have waited so long to repay you. Too long. But, here you are—walk right into my hands. A stupid fly come to visit a cunning spider.”

I said nothing because right now wasn’t the time for talk. Nope. Now was the time for killing. For cold efficiency. For remorseless brutality. For death served up by the dumpster load. I couldn’t win this bout, but I could stall ’em and I could make them pay one helluva steep price for every single inch they gained. 

 The first wave of zombies was at the walls of the complex, now. 

Dead, rotten fingers clawed at the cement as more moved for the gate. Time to put the kibosh on that shit. I opened myself to both Vis and Nox, drawing deeply from two separate, endless wells of power, feeling life and death in equal measure flood me. Melt-your-face-off magma swelled inside, threatening to consume me, but then, on the brink of burnout, that tsunami of lava hit a sheet of artic ice, a glacier of death so vast and wide and deep not even the Vis could sear through it. 

 Those two forces, each enough to crush a jumbo jet or pulverize a tank to fine dust, swirled inside, pushing and fighting against one another: An unstoppable force battering futilely against an immovable object. Yin colliding and working against yang, the two churning and turning in an endless circle. Strangely, there was a completeness there, a balance that felt right. Whole. And, impossibly, there was a stable, calm place in the center of those two raging forces—the eye of some uber-tornado—and that was where my mind stayed, surrounded by death and destruction, yet safe for the time being on an island of tranquility. 

A cold feral grin filled my face as I looked out on the army of undead. Maybe I was outnumbered, outgunned, and in an absolutely hopeless situation, but I was still a mage. And not just any mage. I was Yancy-friggin’-Lazarus, rambler, gambler, bluesman, Hand of Fate, and Fixer of all things shitty. 

I was a wielder of secret knowledge. I had a thousand clashes under my belt. I had the power of the Vis flowing in me, and the dark energy of a fallen angel coursing through my veins. With that kind of insight and that kind of power, I could damn well remake the world in my image … Well, maybe not the whole world, but certainly this little shit-speck of a street in this shit-speck city in Haiti, which was a shit-speck island floating in the toilet bowl known as the Caribbean Sea. 

“Let’s rock and roll, bitches,” I said.




 

 

 

 

 

 

NINETEEN:
 

Baron La-Croix
 

 
 

A clumsy zombie with molting green skin crawled over another of its fellows, using the body below as a ladder, scrambling up, one bony hand stretching toward me. With a contemptuous flick of my wrist and a whisper of power, I sent unseen force ripping into the undead asshole. Its head exploding in a puff of dust and powdered bone as the remainder of its decaying body flipped through the air, smacking into a cluster of zombies hobbling forward on dead feet.

I paid them no mind, instead focusing on the concrete wall before me. The earth vibrated with life. Trembled with potent, potential energy stored and waiting to be transformed into deadly, violent kinetic energy—all it needed was a little shove. I reached deep, pumping down strands of earthen-Vis and deathly-Nox, joining the dual forces together as I shaped the working according to my will. 

The wall before me responded, the concrete barrier transforming into a formidable defensive hedge, augmented with spear-shafts of rock, called up from the deep places below. 

Shanks of rock sprouted from the dusty street beyond, jutting up along the base of the wall, spearing and entangling any of the encroaching dead in a forest of razor-sharp protrusions. Earth shafts and javelins of black obsidian impaled eight or nine of the creatures, jabbing clean through torsos and legs, arms and necks. Piles of ropy gray gore—coiled intestines and other internal organs—spilled out from the fresher corpses, while the older zombies emitted great gray puffs of dust.

They didn’t cry out, though. Didn’t moan or complain. They also didn’t stop, those undead shitheads. 

They worked without thought or emotion to free themselves from the spikes: A few wriggled backward, dislodging the rock shafts from their chests and bellies. Those who had suffered wounds to arms or legs continued on virtually unfazed, struggling and fighting until their limbs simply tore away—deadweight (ha, now there’s a pun for you) in the march for progress. Obviously, superficial wounds wouldn’t stop them, but it did slow them down, which was something I guess.

Small victories, am I right?

I thrust out both hands, palms up, and, with a howl, called up dual beams of flame, each as thick as my thigh. The conjured fire, hot as a blowtorch, carved through the crowds of undead, igniting clothing, melting skin like wax, and blackening the bones peeking through from beneath. I zigzagged the lances back and forth, drenching the first few rows of slowly marching monsters in a hungry heat that ravaged them mercilessly. Some faltered under the brutal assault, the blaze roasting their decrepit bodies until they could no longer stand, could no longer move or advance or function.

But it wasn’t good enough. Not even close. The clumsy bastards were both too resilient and too numerous—an asstastic combo for me.

For every body that collapsed, too damaged to continue the fight, two more took its place, stumbling forward, crawling over their fallen brothers and sisters, pressing in closer and closer. For the time being, the spiked defensive barrier was keeping them more or less at bay, but every second a few more slipped through, maneuvering past the deadly bedrock javelins, scrambling at the wall, all too eager to get rotten hands on me. What I had going for me was a stopgap measure at best.

With a grunt and a heave of will I reached my senses deep into the ground, then with a jerk of my hands, I ripped up a stone that weighed as much as a small car from the bedrock of the street below. It came away with a grumbling groan of shifting earth. A hole bloomed in the roadway, swallowing a handful of dead, recalling them to the earth where they belonged as the huge, jagged boulder floated in the air, hovering like a massive stone drone. The army of dead was unimpressed. They merely changed course, flowing around the sizeable hole in the earth, then continued their plodding march, never a worry about the giant rock loitering above their heads.

Time to fix that. 

I brought the rock crashing down with a thud and a squish—pieces of several hapless, undead goons splattered out in all directions like a water balloon hitting the pavement. Without a pause, the stone rose again, ten feet into the air, before careening down, obliterating two more zombies, ensuring they wouldn’t be getting up. Over and over the rock lifted and descended, squishing, crushing, smashing—I was like some morbid, booger-nosed kid stomping ants underfoot.

The rock, despite its lack of finesse, grace, or pizazz, was a helluva weapon against the horde. Any zombie unfortunate enough to be splattered by the boulder-of-untimely-demise didn’t get back up. Didn’t even try. They were as down for the count as it came—which was only natural since you would need a shovel to scoop up what was left of them. 

Pro tip for you: a big, heavy rock definitely makes for a great zombie slaying weapon. 

Unfortunately, it was also one helluva metaphysical workout. The Vis, as awesome as it is, doesn’t come without a cost, and earth constructs are always exhausting, because physics do matter. Flame, for example, is pretty easy to work with because friction and heat are always plentiful in nature and take relatively minor personal energy to utilize. For shit’s sake, any Rube can start a fire with a long stick, some knowhow, and a pile of kindling or dryer lint. And once that sputtering flame is going, all you need is fuel to consume and a steady supply of oxygen to keep ’er going. 

Earth isn’t so easy. 

The rock was heavy as a school bus full of sumo wrestlers, and moving that much raw mass around had a proportionally greater cost than working with flame. There were tricks to make it easier—manipulating magnetic fields, say, or toying around with gravity—but mostly working with stone was just a lot of heavy, backbreaking effort, and I couldn’t possibly squish enough zombies to make a difference, not in the long run.

 Between burning and squishing, I’d eliminated maybe a fifth of Beauvoir’s forces. What I needed was something big. But anything big enough to kill the remaining seventy or eighty zombies would take just about everything I had left … a big gamble.

The real question was not whether I’d take the risk—you never win big unless you go big, that’s what I say—but which construct I’d be willing to wager my life on. 

A small volcano might kill these sons of bitches, but not without wreaking total hell on the buildings and houses around us, which were likely filled with unlucky bystanders just trying to keep their heads down and firmly attached to their shoulders. I couldn’t kill a bunch of innocent Rubes, not if I wanted to live with myself. So, I needed something big and destructive, but focused. Narrow. And I needed it quick— 

The zombies were pushing in on every front and quickly enveloping and overwhelming my scant defensive wall.

I glanced back, thinking retreat might be the best possible option at this point. Maybe I could climb onto Pierre-Francois’s roof and continue the war from there—blast the zombies into fetid meat sauce as they streamed over the wall and into the courtyard. Use the courtyard as a choke point and a killing field— 

Then, my shifting gaze landed on the mounds of bones and I had an idea. 

A risky idea, a gamble for sure, but better than standing around twiddling my thumbs.

 I conjured up a gale of hurricane force wind, turning this new construct not on the assembled zombies, but on the hundreds of skulls filling Pierre-Francois’s courtyard. In a heartbeat the yellowed bones rattled and rose, lifting up into the air, hovering above me like a cloud. A thousand skulls stared down on the approaching horde with empty eye sockets. Then, with a grimace, I conjured flame—maybe more flame than I’d ever summoned before—and suddenly each and every skull had a glowing, flickering ball of heat burning within like a personal inferno. 

The yellow-orange firelight, stained with wispy purple, turned those empty eye sockets into a thousand haunting candles.

It was a spectacularly beautiful sight in its way, like peering at the birth of a universe or staring into the heart of an exploding sun. Even the mass of brainless zombies paused momentarily to watch, as though the brilliant light reached down into whatever part of their human mind remained. Reminding them of a different, better time. When sunlight warmed living flesh, maybe. Or when they embraced a loved one in the calm of the night, stars the only onlookers.

Even the drumming ceased.

Those skulls hung for a spell longer before they began to spin in huge looping arcs, whirling and twirling around in a rush of wind: a howling cyclonic vortex spinning above me. Wind reached down and whipped at me from every side, pinning my clothes against my limbs and chest, pulling the breath from my lungs. As the death-tornado picked up speed and momentum, the flaming skulls flared ever brighter, the noxious purple light growing, swelling. It was the fresh oxygen rushing in through one eye socket and out through the other, creating hundreds of miniature furnaces fed by the laws of physics instead of by my waning power.

Sweat broke out across my brow, my arms and legs began to wobble, and my lips curled from the strain of holding the enormous, ungainly construct in place. The working wasn’t especially difficult, at least in theory—it was a simple construct of fire, air, and will—but the magnitude of the flows was daunting; holding the whirling force in place was like trying to push a Mack truck uphill. A steep hill. A mountain, really. In the snow. With the brakes on. 

Thank God I didn’t need to hold it for much longer. 

I pumped more energy into the ginormous working, supercharging the bastard with every ounce of strength I had until my head felt like imploding. And still, I pumped in more. More and more until I couldn’t restrain the working, which had become a miniature force of nature—a wild, bloodthirsty tiger, held in check by a fraying piece of yarn.

 With a shout, I threw my hands out toward the heavens, and the whirlwind of flame and bone rocketed downward, hundreds of skulls launched into the midst of the zombie army—though, sadly, falling short of the Voodoo Daddy’s truck. The blackened skulls collided into meaty, shambling bodies and exploded on impact, each one burping out a huge swell of rolling flame, which set cloth on fire and charbroiled skin. But each skull was more than just a vessel for flame: 

 The explosions not only spewed out blazing heat, they also shattered the army of skulls, spraying a hail of sharpened, fire-hardened bone fragments out in every direction like a frag grenade.

Waves of bone-shrapnel cut through knees and tore through fleshy faces. Zombies fell by the score, their bodies devastated by the colossal blast. The creatures were torn apart, and pieces of body flew and flopped through the night, raining down gore-confetti. 

 As all that amassed energy rushed out, I was left cold and hollow, my legs trembling beneath me, and I suddenly found myself light-headed and reeling on the tabletop. I tottered, swaying this way then that like a tree assailed by a hurricane, groping at the wall in front of me for support. For a time, I just stood there, shaky arms holding me upright as I stared out at the carnage. The sheer, impossible destruction. 

That’d been one helluva doozy, and I didn’t have much in the tank, but thankfully, almost unbelievably, it seemed like I might’ve actual won with that last Hail Mary pass. 

The Voodoo Daddy was still alive—I could see him scowling from the back of his pickup truck, surrounded by his child soldiers—and further out, near the truck, a few zombies still milled about. The vast majority of the horde, though, was down for the count. Bodies, and pieces of bodies, lay everywhere, scattered around like fallen leaves after a fierce storm. They didn’t move, didn’t twitch, showed no signs of the twisted power that had called them from the grave and animated them to crude life.

 “You have grown strong,” the Voodoo Daddy called out, his voice carrying easily over the unnatural stillness blanketing our little piece of Cité Soleil. “A most impressive display”—with a theatrical flourish, he waved toward the piles of dead—“but you be mistaken to think the dead die so easy as dat.” He shook his head, a grin stretching out his skeleton face paint into a ghostly grimace. “No. They don’t perish so easy as you think.” He snapped his fingers, and I felt a familiar cold rush of power flow from him. A dark, perverted unlife, which snaked out and seeped into the unmoving forms sprawled in the street.

 The drums resumed their pounding rhythm, though far more subdued than they’d been before. 

 I just watched, dumbstruck, as nausea, born from exhaustion and overexertion, rampaged through me. No way could he call those things back, not after what I’d done to ’em. Even the undead had limits, right?

 But my stomach twisted as I felt that dark power stir something in the cold butchered corpses splayed out before me like cuts of meat at the butcher’s counter. 

Holy shit, I could feel that energy pulsing inside the mass of undead, could feel it like the slow, steady throb of a bass guitar, bum-bum-bum-bum, each throbbing pulse sending a surge of renewed energy and purpose into nerve-dead limbs, animating the corpses with superficial life. A thin ghost of purple power, like a tether, drifting from each zombie back to Pa Beauvoir. The shitheel Bokor burned with the light of a tiny purple sun.

 With what little power I had left in me, I reached my senses outward and felt those long lines of power binding the zombies to the Bokor, enslaving them to his will. 

This had to be the energy Pierre-Francois had mentioned back in his shop. 

Avizo. 

Feeling it up close and personal, it took me all of a second to identify the slick energy at work, the power of Voodoo, the power of the necromancer and the black-hearted Bokor. And I knew it. 

Nox, shitloads of it.

For the barest moment, I almost thought I could dip myself into those strands of purple light, could pry the strings away, sever them from Beauvoir’s control. Then, as quickly as the sensation had come, it was gone. The steady bass guitar thrum vanished, taking the purple radiance with it, leaving darkness behind, a darkness broken only by the moon above and the flickering firelight of the burning bodies below.

 For a long beat things were still, but then the brutalized zombie army began to twitch and rustle, arms and legs moving in herky-jerky fashion as the dead slowly picked themselves up from the ground. 




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY:
 

Haitian Standoff
 

 
 

It didn’t happen all at once, understand, but rather in a slow, sporadic wave. But, and this is key, it did happen. Not all the zombies gained their feet—some didn’t have feet to gain, not after my handiwork—but half of them did. ’Cause that’s what I needed, thirty or forty more zombies, and my gas gauge reading “E.” 

“Come now, Yancy Lazarus, we both know you aren’t gonna walk away from here. You’re spent—I can see it from here. And even if you kill all these”—Beauvoir gestured toward his considerable force—“there be plenty more dead in Haiti for me to summon. Always more dead.” 

I pulled my hand cannon and held it aloft, letting the greasy firelight reflect off the black gunmetal. “I seem to recall you spouting off some similar horseshit the last time we met. Right before I gave you that lovely parting gift.”

He instinctively reached up, fingers tracing over the gaping hole in his face. “You will lose,” he said, his voice so sure, so full of victory there could be no doubt. 

“Could be I lose, noodledick, but I don’t particularly feel like giving up yet. Generally, I’m pretty shitty at quitting. I’ve been smoking since sixteen.” 

The man frowned, then nodded slowly, his top hat bobbing and swaying. “It would be a terrible shame if they”—he nodded toward the idling zombies—“kill you before I can even our tab, so maybe I can change your mind. There are, after all, many ways to win a fight, and I know ’em all. So, maybe we talk instead. Maybe I can persuade you. People, they say I’m very persuasive.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure you deserve to win salesmen of the year award, douchebucket,” I called back. “Why don’t you amble your lanky ass over here and collect your prize—you’ve won yourself a matching set of missing eyes.”

He laughed, then. A deep belly rumble of real joy, which made me more than a little uneasy. What the hell did he have up his sleeve?


“We’ll see ’bout dat.” He winked at me and snapped his fingers once more. The zombies, swaying but otherwise still, broke into restless motion.

Instead of swarming toward me, however, they formed two columns, with a wide path cutting up the middle, snaking toward the truck. Goofiest friggin’ battle formation I’d ever seen. 

I watched, eyes squinted, lips pursed as Beauvoir leaned over and whispered something to the child soldiers encircling him. After a moment, the kids nodded and crawled out of the truck bed—faces drawn, their hands now devoid of their too big AKs. One by one, they marched down the path between the zombies, hands empty, arms hanging limp and listlessly at their sides. 

There were six of ’em, all boys, none of ’em past the age of thirteen. They stopped at intervals of four or five feet; the closest one halted fifteen feet away.

I nervously adjusted my sweaty palm on the pistol grip of my hand cannon. Seriously, though, what the holy-living hell is going on here?


“I can see you are confused,” Beauvoir said, clapping his hands together. “So let me explain. These boys here, they serve me heart and soul. Each of them once had parents, parents who opposed me. Who opposed my Chimeres. Political dissidents. Freedom fighters. Journalists. Scholars. Government workers.” He waved lanky hands through the air as though to say, the why is not so important. “They spoke lies against me. They threatened my empire. So I found them, Yancy Lazarus. I found them in their homes late at night, tucked away behind stone walls, believing themselves protected. Safe. They were not safe. No one in Cité Soleil
is safe, not from me.

“My zombies, they came, tore down doors, flooded through windows. They dragged those treacherous families into the streets. While they were held down, I would come and pick one child”—he held up a long, skinny finger—“and I would give him a revolver. Then I would give him a choice. For each member of his family he was willing to kill, another would live. ‘Kill your father, shoot him in the head,’ I would say, ‘and your mother lives. Kill your brother and your sister lives. You choose who lives, who dies.’ If they refused”—he shrugged, uncaring—“well, then everyone died. Their families were torn apart one by one, and they were forced to watch. Very persuasive.”

Tears welled in my eyes hearing the words, and I couldn’t help but look at the unarmed boys, flanked by deadly, brainless killing machines. What kind of monster could do that to anyone, let alone kids? I have no illusions about myself—I’m not a good guy. Over the course of my years, I’d abandoned my family, burned people alive, murdered countless monsters—often in spectacularly bloody fashion—even killed a handful of children, though always in an act of self-defense. Shit, I’d been the Guild’s wet-works man for twenty-five years before finally walking away. 

But even I had my limits.

What that asshole was describing went beyond morally questionable acts and entered fully into the realm of completely fucking evil. Hitler-level evil. No ifs, ands, or buts about it. 

“All these boys,” Beauvoir continued, “they were strong. They each saved the innocent at great personal expense. They saved their families, even though they never got to see their loved ones again. Then they came to work for me. I am their family now, their father, their master. They would do anything for me. Kill for me. Die for me. Whatever I ask. 

“Tonight, Yancy Lazarus, I’m gonna give you the same choice. If you come down from there and turn yourself over to me, you can save these boys. All of them. Dat would be a good thing to do, I think. The heroic thing, though we both know you are no hero. But maybe. Maybe, you can do a heroic thing.” He nodded his head approvingly. “One heroic thing. One act of redemption.

“Or you can try to save yourself,” he continued, “but there is a great cost in this. If you do not come down, you will have a front-row seat to watch these boys being torn to pieces, one by one. There are six boys. I know”—he tapped at his gaping, empty eye socket—“dat gun of yours holds six shots. If you are a very good shot, maybe you can kill each one before the suffering begins. But the question is this: can you kill six unarmed boys to save yourself? Even if you can’t pull the trigger, can you watch ’em die horrible deaths to prolong your life by a few moments? If so, I think you will not be sleeping so well after tonight.”

He was quiet for a moment, then shrugged and folded his hands in front of him. “In the end, life is choice, and this choice is yours. I give you a minute to think about it, but”—he paused again, letting the ominous silence impart its own warning—“don’t take too long.” Then he sat back down on his throne, legs crossed, fingers steepled as he regarded me with a smug smile. 

I wasn’t completely out of juice, but I was damned close and there was no feasible way I could hold off another full-on assault. When they came for me, and they would, they’d take me one way or the other. I considered my pistol, then with a sigh, slipped it back into its holster. I’d killed kids before—certainly not something I was proud of, but a hard truth I couldn’t deny—but I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t watch those kids get torn to pieces if I could stop it. Not in a million years. 

Beauvoir was right about one thing: life is choice. 

Choosing where you’re gonna work. Who you’re gonna love. Where you want to live. It’s about choosing whether to cheat on the test. Whether to return that wallet full of bills you found on the ground. Whether to fight. Whether to walk away. It’s about deciding what you want to live for and, maybe more importantly, what you’re willing to die for. Despite what I’d told Ferraro, there was a better-than-even-money chance that Pa Beauvoir was gonna kill me, and if I didn’t hold my ground, he probably would. 

Or, I could give up, maybe die, and six innocent kids—kids who’d already been forced to murder their families—could live. I nodded. That was a price worth paying. 

“Alright,” I called back. I pulled my bulk over the wall on tired arms, used the little power remaining in me to clear a path in the spiked barrier below, and dropped to the ground. My feet thudded against the dirt, a small dust cloud mushrooming up around me. 

“Just don’t hurt ’em, and I’ll go with you.” I raised my hands into the air, a universal symbol of surrender. “But you need to know, Beauvoir, I am gonna make you pay. And not just for whatever you’ve got planned for me. You’re gonna pay for what you’ve done to these kids. For what you’ve done to the people of this city. You’re gonna pay for every murdered father, mother, brother, sister, aunt, uncle, and child. I swear to God.”

“Big words,” he said, standing, “but I think that is all they are. Words. Just words.” His tone—dry, flat, slightly amused—showed just how unconcerned he was. “Junior, Emmanuel.” He barked the names off, a drill instructor calling out recruits. “Go retrieve our guest.” The two boys nearest me started forward, their huge, distant eyes hardly registering what had just happened. “The rest of you,” Pa Beauvoir said, “get the coffin.”

A coldness blew through my chest like an arctic gale at the word coffin, but I forced the sudden fear from my mind as the first boy drew up to me. 

I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I wasn’t ready when he lifted a gloved hand, almost in greeting, then blew a small cloud of chalky yellow powder directly into my face. The shit—harsh and acidic with a pungent scent like rotten fish—swirled into my open eyes, temporarily blinding me. It hit my skin like flour and stuck fast against my cheeks and sweaty brow. I blinked frantically against the substance, which felt like having shards of fine glass scratching at my eyes, then swiped at my face with one hand, trying to clear the dust away. 

“What the hell?” I sputtered, then shook my head, once more rubbing at my eyes with the back of my hand. I stumbled back a step, then two, before reeling left, desperately trying to regain my balance, which had apparently abandoned me. My head became unbearably heavy, bobbing up and down, my lips and face growing numb and useless. “The hell was that stuff?” I slurred, stumbling left and right, back and forth, a stone-cold drunk fighting to keep his feet at all costs.

The kid didn’t answer. 

Instead he stared at me with placid, far-seeing eyes. The eyes of a combat-hardened solider who no longer saw the violence of his hands.

My foot hit a rock or maybe a large fragment of skull, and I finally lost the battle to stay upright. My legs collapsed and my body fell like a boneless rag doll, crumpling to the ground. My head came down hard, colliding with something sharp littering the ground, and pinpricks of light exploded in my vision. The blow was a nasty one—split my scalp—and I knew it wouldn’t be long before I lost consciousness, either as a result of the head trauma or as a result of whatever drug the kid had hit me with. 

Things started to fade, but not before I saw the other four boys make their way toward me, carrying a heavy coffin fashioned of polished black wood. “Get him in,” came Beauvoir’s voice from somewhere out of view. “It is time to begin the games.” The breath caught in my chest and I wanted to scream. To kick and bite, to run and hide. But I couldn’t do anything. My eyes were, glued wide open, but the rest of my body was entirely unresponsive. I still had sensation throughout my body—could feel the rocks and sharp bone chips beneath me—but I couldn’t do anything. 

Couldn’t even blink. 

One boy slid behind me, wiggling and wedging his hands beneath my armpits while another kid—the one who doused me—roughly grabbed my ankles. “Un. Deux. Trois,” the boy behind me counted, and then they hoisted me up like a bulky, awkward sack of potatoes and manhandled me toward the coffin, which had been set down a few feet away. It took ’em only a handful of seconds to get my body suspended above the box and, after another three count in French, they unceremoniously dropped me in, my head thumping down, this time against the thin silk liner inside. 

Beauvoir loomed above me like a scarecrow, his face twisted in a cruel smile. “Give me that,” he snapped at a boy out of view. He reached for something: a jar, which he brought into view. The jar wasn’t anything exceptional. A plain glass container with a metal lid screwed on the top—like the kinda jar old church ladies used to preserve jam. It was filled halfway with something brown. Then I noticed that the contents of the jar moved. A steady wriggle, followed by a flash of buggy legs.

“It’s gonna be dark for a little while,” Pa Beauvoir said with a knowing grin, “but I don’t want you to be lonely, so I brought you some friends.” He unscrewed the container—slowly, methodically—then casually upended the container on my chest. A small host of bugs crawled free. A pair of scuttling cockroaches, several slithering giant centipedes, and a creeping, long-legged tarantula. “Have a nice trip,” Pa Beauvoir said, before slamming the coffin lid closed with a snap-bang, leaving me paralyzed, in utter darkness, with bugs burrowing into my clothes.

I don’t know if tears leaked from my eyes or not, what with being paralyzed and all, but I think they did. Then, whether from head trauma or from sheer fear and panic, I fainted, the darkness stealing in from the edges and overwhelming me, dragging me down into an uneasy sleep. I’ve never in my whole life been so relieved to pass out. 




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-ONE:
 

Meeting of the Minds
 

 
 

 My mind slipped into darkness, but the increasingly familiar sight of the vaulted prison housing Azazel resolved out of that thick gloom.

One moment the coffin lid clicked closed, blanketing me in thick, suffocating black, and the next the metal-plated dome loomed before me, obscured only by the chain-linked fence with its looping curls of razor-sharp C-wire. Sleeping, then. I turned without really paying the prison much mind, surveying the murky swampland. A marsh filled with poisonous bugs. Like cockroaches and centipedes and spiders and a thousand other nasty things with too many legs. 

I vomited a little in my mouth.

To think my physical body was literally lying in a box full of scurrying creepy crawlies. Gross, gross, gross. If I made it out of my current predicament, I was gonna burn every stitch of clothing I had on and take a bath in boiling Listerine for a week straight. Would that hurt? Oh hell yeah. But the only other option was to literally flay my skin off.

 I caught a glimmer of the bright lights of Bourbon Street off in the distance and let out a sad sigh. 

God, what I wouldn’t give to be in the real Big Easy right now, taking a few long slugs from a beer or throwing back a couple of shots while I gnawed on a plate of barbeque-slathered ribs. My stomach gurgled. Shit, it’d been ages since I’d had a proper meal and right now I’d kill someone outright for something hot, greasy, and slathered in barbeque sauce. Yep, all I wanted was a plate of ribs, a cold beer, some dirty blues music, and a friggin’ cigarette. 

Was that really too much to hope for in life? 

It’s not like I was asking for the crown jewels or world peace. There were a hundred dives in New Orleans that could serve up my heart’s fondest desire for a crumpled twenty. 

 But no. Not me. Not Yancy-Stupid-Ass-Lazarus. Nope. 

I had to save the friggin’ world because I was a gullible, bleeding-heart mook who couldn’t say no and couldn’t seem to leave well enough alone. Dammit. If I didn’t save the world that would also mean the end to Southern-style barbeque, and that was a travesty I couldn’t possibly tolerate. An evil too unthinkable to consider. Was a world without tangy ribs, fall-apart brisket, and frosty beer even worth living in? The answer to that was a resounding no, so I had to stay the course and make sure the Big Easy wasn’t blown away in a supernatural holocaust.

 With a muttered growl I turned toward the dome, searching for that asshole Cassius. The breath caught in my throat as I got my first good view of Azazel’s prison. 

 Holy shit-balls.

It’d only been a day since I’d last done my rounds, and things had changed a whole helluva lot around these parts. Not in a good way.

 The brass and silver placards dotting the outer fence, protecting the structure with their potent containment wards, were now tarnished, the metal pitted and corroded. The glimmering sigils were still intact for the time being, but even a cursory glance told me they wouldn’t hold for much longer. The guard towers, likewise, still stood, but were in a sad, shabby state of disrepair. Their beaming spotlights were dim and foggy, the glass cracked or broken. The stone, brick, and concrete were also crumbling as the swamp surrounding us encroached, slowly reclaiming the structures.

 The prison itself, which had once resembled a steel golf ball protruding from the ground, was in even worse shape. Only a handful of the neon-green containment sigils remained visible—those were faded, dull—and there were now more rocky protrusions than metal siding. The whole thing resembled a giant, ferocious stone porcupine with volcanic quills stabbing up in every direction. The ginormous bank-vault door—the only way in or out—stood, but even it had a huge, jagged fissure running down its front like a fresh scar.

 Holy. Shit. Balls.

 I cupped one hand around my mouth. “Cassius?!” I called out, voice carrying only a handful of yards before the swamp ate the sound entirely. “Where in the hell are you?” I shouted again. There was no response. 

What the hell had happened here? 

How had Azazel managed to wreak such havoc in such a short span of time? 

 That thought died before it’d even gotten its ass in gear. I’d done this. Me. 

Maybe I hadn’t done it on purpose, but I’d certainly made it possible. Allowed it to happen. Although I didn’t have to appeal to the Loa for access to the Nox like Pierre-Francois or, presumably, Pa Beauvoir, that power still came from somewhere. It came from friggin’ Azazel, and the more I tapped into it, the more it weakened his prison. And I’d used an aircraft carrier worth of the noxious substance since waking up to find that Gwyllgi preparing to maul my ass. 

And I couldn’t possibly forget my colossal battle against the zombie army. I’d drawn far more Nox than ever before, and the wreckage around my brainscape had to be the result. Had to be. Shit. What if that asshole Azazel had managed to break free? What if he’d done something to Cassius?

No. I shook my head. If he was free, I wouldn’t be the one in the driver’s seat—that demon dickfart would’ve staged a coup in the time it took to order a cup of joe at Starbucks. No doubt about it.

“Cassius Aquinas, Undine of Glimmer-Tir,” I intoned, using the full weight of his name as a summoning. “I call you forth, I call you forth, I call you forth—thrice have I called you so, and so bound you are to come.” 

I waited, a nervous tremor running down my back. An unnatural wind moaned around me, rustling the stagnant swamp water, whipping through my hair. A few insects chirped contentedly, but there was no sound from Cassius. No wisecracking smart-assery. No smiling blue-tinged bro-hole bearing me a glass of excellent and endless bourbon—

A creaky squeak broke through the quiet, the sound of a rusted metal door swiveling open on equally rusted hinges—

It was the metal viewing window, the one inset into the huge door guarding Azazel’s cozy abode. It was slowly, steadily swinging outward, propelled by some invisible hand. The window came to an abrupt stop, revealing a black hole that reminded me of a giant eye. An empty demon eye, accusing me. You did this. Behold your handiwork. In the same moment, the wind died and the insects ceased their incessant buzzing and chirping, leaving the swamp as motionless and silent as a graveyard at midnight.

No maniacal cackling followed, no noise of any kind, but that open window was as good as an invitation, beckoning me.

I swallowed a lump in my throat. Then, because I couldn’t afford to waste any time, I moved. I waved my hand, and the retractable portion of the outer fence began to retreat, the motor grinding and whining in an unhealthy way, a small plume of black smoke trickling up from the gearbox on the left. With a sharp bang the motor gave up the ghost for good, the fence dying in its tracks, only a quarter of the way open. Whatever. A blown engine was the least of my problems right now, and the gate had retracted enough to admit me. If barely.

I turned sideways and shimmied through, careful to avoid getting tangled in a string of rusted C-wire, then deliberately ambled up to the viewing window. After a few deep calming breaths, I peeked in, but was met by deepest black, completely unbroken. 

“Cassius,” I called into the hole, my voice ringing and echoing off the stone and metal within the dome. “You in there, buddy?”

Nothing.

“Azazel?” I asked, hesitant, nervous.

Nothing.

“Come on, you great big bag of cat turds, I know you’re in there. What the hell have you done to Cassius?”

More nothing. 

I lingered a moment longer, absently drumming my fingers against the steel door, tat-tat-tat-tat. “Look, asswipe, I’m in a pretty bad spot right now, so if you’re in there and you’re looking to negotiate, now’s your chance. But you’d better speak up now, or I’m gonna let you rot in there until I’m old, gray, and zipping around town on a friggin’ Rascal. You hear me?” That last question rang out like a struck gong.

“And why would I want to negotiate?” the demon’s voice came, harsh and guttural. “I have subdued your guardian, the one you call Cassius, and soon this shoddy prison will crack and break like an egg, birthing me into your brain. Then, I will have only you to oppose me—you who, knowing the risks of tapping into my power, do not possess the self-control to stop yourself. So, I ask again, why would I gamble when I already have all the chips? When my victory is all but secure?”

He fell silent, his words, his accusations—truer than I’d care to admit—weighing on me.

I cleared my throat, then shifted my weight from foot to foot. 

“You’re wrong about your imminent victory,” I finally said. “Given, you might have the upper hand at the moment, but you haven’t won the pot, bub. I’m not sure how much of the action you’ve been paying attention to, what with all your effort to redecorate the place, but right now I’m neck deep in a pile of horse shit. A pile of horse shit located on a riverbank next to a pack of crocodiles. Man-eating, saltwater crocs with shotguns and human sentience. Which is about as bad as it gets, comprende? And, as much as you might not like it, your fate is tied to mine.”

“If you perish,” the demon replied evenly, “I will move on.” 

“Yeah, but who knows what your next host is gonna be like. And besides, I know you’re obligated in some way to preserve my life, since I’m the Seal Bearer.”

More silence met my ears, but this quiet seemed to be a confirmation of sorts.

“Looking around,” I said after a beat, “I can see you’re not far from breaching my defenses, but I don’t think you’re gonna get free before that douchebag Beauvoir lays into me. If he’s anything like I remember, he’s gonna torture me for a while, then he’s gonna kill me. Or he might turn me into a living zombie. I can’t imagine either of those options are going to make things easy for you. So let’s talk. Compromise. That way we both kinda get what we want, instead of neither of us getting jack-shit.”

“You would let yourself die to spite me?” Azazel asked, more of a cold, calculating statement of fact than a question.

“Damn straight,” I replied. “I’m a real pain in the ass that way. If you need references you can ask anyone I’ve ever met in my entire life. But it’s not like I have a death wish, so it doesn’t have to go down that way. Not if you’re willing to deal.”

More silence, yawning and telling. He was thinking. Scheming. 

I waited, tapping a foot impatiently, and just as I was preparing to turn and leave, a light blossomed in the depths of the cell, a pulse of purple which quickly gave way to a soft caramel glow. I’d been expecting Azazel to be lounging against the far wall like the last time I’d seen him, but instead his ass-ugly face—blistered skin, deep violet eyes, cruel mouth—loomed a few feet away from the window.

“With your guardian gone, who do you think summoned you to this place?” he asked with a hungry, uneven smile revealing far too many razor-sharp teeth. Guy needed to get to an orthodontist, stat. “You are a valuable asset to me, and I wouldn’t see you dead when I am so close to victory. I summoned you here to lend you a small measure of aid”—he paused—“but I wanted to see you beg first.”

I had an involuntary urge, deep and visceral, to scoot back a few steps—okay, more like a few hundred steps—but instead I held my ground, meeting his hard, inhuman gaze, refusing to flinch. Unwilling to show fear. I crossed my arms and sniffed. “First, I’m not begging, dickcheese, I’m compromising, and second, I want to know what in the hell you did with Cassius before we go any further. I swear to God”—the demon recoiled a hair at the word—“if you hurt him, I’m gonna make it my purpose in life to repay you in kind. Doesn’t even matter what it’ll cost me. You don’t screw around with my family, and Cassius is family.”

“Calm yourself, mortal fool. First, there is no need to involve Him.” The demon pointed heavenward with one black-clawed finger, a scowl of distaste on his hideous face. “This business is between us. No room for the White King. Second, as to your water-spirit, Cassius, he lives. For now.” He repositioned himself, then swept one arm toward the rear of the room. 

With Azazel out of the way, I saw my blue-skinned counterpart: he was still wearing his riot gear, but he’d been bound in thick chains, wrapped snuggly around his arms, chest, and legs. His hands appeared to be secured behind him and a steel plate, inscribed with some kind of demonic rune, had been screwed on over his mouth, rendering him mute. 

Cassius didn’t look scared, so much as he looked supremely pissed.

I let out an involuntary sigh of relief. Most days, that guy was a world-class asshole, but I’d been hauling him around in my head for damn near as long as I could remember, and it would kill me if anything happened to him, and not just in some abstract, sentimental sense. It might literally kill me if something happened to the Undine, since he was an actual part of me—the living incarnation of my subconscious mind.

“I discovered him making emergency repairs,” the demon said by way of explanation. He moved his bulk forward, once more blocking Cassius from view.

 “Let him go,” I demanded, brow furrowed, eyes narrowing, mouth turning into an angry scowl.

The beast considered this for a time, then frowned and shook his head, great horns swishing through the air. “No. But you have my word, for what little it’s worth, that I won’t harm him. He is an inferior being, but one who represents power and leverage. So, for now, he survives.” 

I curled my fist, drawing in the strange power of this place—the power of thought and imagination—getting ready to lash out in retaliation, to show this abomination who the friggin’ boss around these parts was. Then I was doubled over, my body flickering and fading as pain, a terrible agony bleeding through from my waking body, threatened to yank me away.

“You have only a little time left,” Azazel replied, his voice indifferent, uncaring. “I have brought you here, but my power is limited and soon you will wake.” 

“Just get to your point already,” I growled.

“I have a lesson for you.”

“A lesson? I don’t need some School House Rock bullshit, I need help. Intervention. I need to blow shit up and slay bodies.” 

He shrugged massive, malformed shoulders. “Yet a lesson is what you’ll get.” He folded his arms and stared at with me flat, pitiless eyes. 


I wanted to protest, to cuss and swear, to blast this shithead with a spear of flame or kick his teeth in, but instead I screamed as the unbearable pain intensified in my stomach and chest. Shit, it felt like I was being drawn and quartered. Felt like someone was playing tug-of-war with my body as the friggin’ rope.

“That pain is your soul splitting,” the demon said casually. “The longer I keep you here the worse it will become.”

“Fine. Holy shit, whatever. Just tell me what you need to tell me!” I screamed, hunching in on myself, my hands groping uselessly at my center.

“Good. I’m glad I finally have your ear. Here is your lesson. Vis is the power of Creation, the power of life. He”—once more the demon motioned toward the ceiling—“spoke the universe into existence, and the Vis is an ever remaining echo of those words. That echo drives creation along, maintaining the seasons, and marking all life like a thumbprint of the Creator.

“Nox, though, is the power of death, the power of the grave. The reason why mortals are unable to tap it is because if they, clothed in their fragile mortality, were to handle such deathly, destructive energy unaided, it would drive them mad. Would sap the life from their bones and drain away the essence of their soul until they were nothing more than a husk, a shell. 

“Demons and other immortal beings of a particularly dark inclination have no such restrictions. Our essence isn’t finite, so the Nox cannot kill us, because we cannot be killed. Banished. Imprisoned. Diminished. But not killed, not even by the Nox. When a mortal seeks to use the Nox, they must draw the power through an immortal conduit—a demon, a Loa, a dark godling—who acts as a buffer. An insulator protecting the human wielder. Though the process is little understood to all but a select few humans, it is remarkably similar to the process you magi use in binding.”


Another spasm of pain hit my center like a sledgehammer. I fell to the ground, promptly curled into the fetal position, clenched my teeth, and pressed my eyes closed, trying to block out the hurt. 

This time, the awful sensation faded to a dull ache, then mostly passed, leaving me cold and shivering. Though I wanted nothing more than to lay on the damp ground, unmoving, until I died, I steeled myself and got to my feet. No matter how shitty things are, you always want to face your enemies on your feet. 

“Is that it?” I grunted through clenched teeth.

The demon nodded, a minuscule dip of his horned head. “That is the lesson I wanted to impart to you. A small gift of goodwill.”

“Could I maybe trade that small gift in for a friggin’ rocket launcher? ’Cause it seems like a rocket launcher would be way more helpful.”

He snorted, eyes aglow, then slowly unfurled his massive, decayed wings—from tip to leathery tip, his wingspan must’ve been twenty-five feet. Maybe more. “I am a fallen angel. I walked in the presence of the divine Creator, basked in the light of His power and stood in the shadow of his might—and yet still I rebelled. I am a conqueror, a warrior, a murderer, a horseman of the Apocalypse. I command the legions of hell. I am not here to coddle you as a newborn child. I have given you everything you need. If you are too stupid to figure out the answer to your problem, then you deserve to die. Only the fit, the smart, the cunning deserve life. Prove yourself worthy or burn.”

He pumped his wings, a great contracting of powerful muscles, and a gust of fetid, scalding air blasted me in the face, carrying with it the scent of burnt meat and sulphur. Then, I was tumbling, rising into the air, falling away from the rocky prison and back toward my petrified body, carried on that single, powerful gust.




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-TWO:
 

Ge-Rouge 
 

 
 

The music hit me first—a manic blend of sounds like the spawn of a voodoo ceremony, New Orleans blues, and Caribbean reggae. I don’t know how long I’d been out, but when I woke I was still in the coffin, the lid shut tight, blocking out all light, though the muted music trickled in. My eyes were open—I could tell because they felt as dry and dusty as the Sahara Desert during a drought—stuck that way by whatever the hell was in that powder I’d been dosed with. 

Next, I noticed the bugs. 

Chitinous bodies nestled beneath my jeans, occasionally scuttling along my shins and thighs. There was something cold and segmented with far too many legs lying across the back of my right hand. Hairy legs brushed along my cheek as something scurried by, and though I wanted to cry out—to scream my friggin’ head off like a little girl while I slapped frantically at the exoskeleton-clad forms—I couldn’t. I could feel everything, but I couldn’t move a muscle.

I reached out for the Vis, wanting that energy, that life, to fill me up with purpose and strength. I wanted to roast the skittering bodies, even if it burned me in the process; anything to have the damned things gone. But as I strained my mind and will outward, reaching for the power undergirding reality, I came up short. Whatever toxin Beauvoir’s goon had used on me had apparently paralyzed the internal muscles I needed to draw in the wild, life-giving Vis. I was full of rage and fear and hate, yet I was impotent to act. 

There was no escape here, no way out. 

The coffin lid flew open a moment later; harsh strobing light rained down on me from above, stabbing into my forever-open eyes like a thousand knife blows. Flickering green, flashing purple, and sporadic red lighting washed over the interior of what had to be Beauvoir’s nightclub, Ge-Rouge. Except it wasn’t like any nightclub I’d ever been to before, and I’ve been to a lot of skeezy booze-dens. This place was an ol’ timey French colonial mansion, which seemed a perfect reflection of Pa Beauvoir himself: gaudy, loud, and painfully obnoxious. 

The interior was a series of large, blocky rooms filled with pillars, vaulted ceilings, and accented by gracefully tall windows. But everything was grimy and broken: The floorboards worn thin from years of use. The elegant windows bricked over. The masonry crumbling. The paint cracked, peeling, and splashed with brilliant graffiti, which glowed in vibrant shades of green and white and orange.

The graffiti itself was a combination of ritualistic voodoo—many sigils identical to the ones I’d seen in Pierre-Francois’s shop—intermixed with bizarre, macabre artwork: magnificent, brilliantly painted skulls; dancing skeletons, glowing with pale, otherworldly light; bodies, being ripped apart by blank-faced undead.

People crowded the floors, dark-skinned men and women, many naked or nearly so, covered only with greasy white chalk, dancing and grinding to the strange tunes filling the air. Most likely, these were the same folks I’d seen in the procession earlier on.

I caught a glimpse of the band. 

A small army of drummers hammered out complicated, ever changing beats that compelled listeners to shuffle their feet and move their hips. A quartet of horn players—trumpet, trombone, sax, and French horn—blared out beautiful fills, an octave apart from the rest of the band. The sound of their brassy instruments called up images of hot, sweaty nights down in the Big Easy. Nights filled with beer and blues and passionate women—women who might pull you into a hot kiss or punch you in the teeth depending on the song and the mood. The bass was a slow steady pulse, the throb of the band’s heart, while a rhythm guitar strummed on the off beats. 

The sound was hypnotic.

A pair of women began to sing, words meandering from English to Creole to straight French, then back again, and grotesque images of murder and death exploded in my head: bodies butchered, prepared, and thrown into yawning graves. 

Between the club’s owner, the strange music, and the flamboyantly morbid graffiti, it took me only a second to figure out that this place wasn’t just a nightclub. It was a death cult, and I had no doubt who this cult worshiped and revered: Baron Samedi, the Haitian god of the grave, and the Fourth Seal Bearer. Ong, the Naga King we’d come to find. Could it be I was on my way to meet the man himself? Only time would tell, I suppose.

My coffin lurched and swayed as we moved, passing from the huge dance floor and into a connecting room full of curling strands of sweet tobacco smoke and pungent weed. More Haitians, many wearing fine-cut suits or beautiful slinky cocktail dresses, lounged around low, dark wood tables sporting sprawling, elaborate hookahs. There were dancers here, too, but these were of the exotic variety—men and women twining their way around strip poles, positioned on raised platforms scattered throughout the room.

Except, on closer inspection, I realized just how exotic these dancers were.

They were, I shit you not, zombies. All recently deceased, sure, but there was no mistaking the glazed eyes or the pale, washed-out look to their skin. Out of the corner of my frozen eye, I saw one of the dancers—a mocha-skinned woman in slinky red lingerie, frilly and extremely sheer—spin once, twice, a third time, then peel off her clothes. But the strip show didn’t end there, which would’ve been more than disturbing enough on its own.

Nope, instead of simply removing her barely there garments, the zombified stripper started ripping away swatches of skin, revealing slick pink muscle and gleaming white bone beneath. And the living onlookers, crowding around the low tables, watched raptly. They sipped drinks or puffed away at snaking hookah hoses; many leaned forward, arms resting on legs as hungry eyes devoured the revolting scene. Had I not been entirely paralyzed and basically dead, I totally would’ve thrown up everything I’d ever eaten in my entire life. 

Oh yeah. Definitely a death cult. If there had been any doubt in my mind before, there was none now. 

We didn’t stay in the room for long—a small victory—instead we passed by a long bar, before hooking right and pushing through a swinging door with an “Employees Only” sign, written in both English and French. An expansive kitchen, remarkably updated and clean considering the rest of the building, jutted off to the right. My pallbearers, however, continued straight as an arrow, shoving past another heavy door, this one unremarkable and unmarked, which led to a set of descending, decrepit stone stairs. I’d been in enough French colonials during my days in the Big Easy to know this staircase would connect to the raised basement.

I’ve also been doing this kinda thing long enough to know that the basement in the bad-guy lair is just about the last place in the world you want to end up. Especially if you’ve been taken prisoner. And especially, especially if the bad guy in question is a murderous necromancer with a personal blood vendetta against you. In my experience, the basement is always where they do the messy, unpleasant stuff. 

Like Saw-movie torture and ritual murder.

It didn’t take long before the pallbearers carried me into a bleak room made of old brick and lit with harsh fluorescent overheads. Carefully, my escorts set the coffin on the ground, then, without so much as a word between them, dug hands and fingers beneath my arms and legs and hoisted me out of the box. They dropped me onto a steel surgical gurney, the metal cool beneath my paralyzed palms. Next to me—because my life is the equivalent of campy horror-comedy—sat a wooden shelf overflowing with all of the most horrifying torture implements on the planet:

A hacksaw and a ball-peen hammer. 

An assortment of rust covered nails. 

Pliers, pruning shears, scalpels, and power drills. 

Rolls of catgut sutures, duct tape—even evil Voodoo Kings can find a use for duct tape, I guess—and wicked curved needles. 

My eyes were still open, and though I couldn’t look at Beauvoir directly, he was impossible to miss in my peripheries. He lingered by the wooden shelf beside me, his lanky fingers carefully picking over the tools of his trade, brushing each implement in turn before finally stopping on a plain utility knife with a triangular chunk of razor blade poking out from a cheap plastic handle. Tool in hand, he slid over until his lanky form loomed above me, his grinning face filling up my entire field of vision. From this close, I could see the yawning hole in his mug, which he didn’t bother to cover, crisscrossed by a trio of thick scars. 

Looked like a grizzly bear had mauled his face. 

The bullet wound, exactly where his left eye should’ve been, stretched all the way to the back of his head, letting through a weak trickle of light. The damned hole went clean through. I don’t know what power had brought him back from the grave, but looking at that wound, I knew there was no way Beauvoir was alive. Sure, he seemed lively enough—he was walking, talking, and running a friggin’ nightclub—but the guy was missing part of his brainstem. 

The Voodoo gang lord had to be dead. How could he not be? 

“It is time to have some fun,” he said, a menacing grin contorting his gaunt face as he held up the utility knife. “Though I’m thinkin’ it won’t be so much fun for you.” He reached out his free hand, patted my chest fondly, then reached into the holster along my ribs, removing my pistol. He held it up, examining it as the light bounced of the black steel and the runic, acid-etched symbols. “A remarkable weapon,” he said, scrutinizing it more closely. “Dökkálfar made, no? I will relish using it to kill my enemies.” 

Then, in a blink—not that I could blink, mind you—the gun disappeared, vanishing as he stowed the piece behind his back.

“Now,” he said, “where were we?” He tapped his bottom lip, his finger moving like the swaying antenna of a cockroach. “Ah, yes. I was going to say, I hope you are comfortable. Well, perhaps not comfortable, but hopefully not in a great deal of pain. The zombie powder, it is made from many, many different poisons”—he twirled the box cutter through the air absently, often only inches from my face—“crafted from human remains. From a rare tree frog native to these islands. Several different species of puffer fish. A toad, called bufo marinus. Many, many other things.
If made incorrectly, it can cause indescribable pain. Even death.”

“But, I don’t want you dead.” He shook his head. “Not yet. And truly, I hope you feel no pain—not from the powder. No, I want you fresh.” He seemed to savor the word like a fine wine. “Fresh so you can experience what I have in store for you. If done right, zombie powder, it paralyzes the victim, creates symptoms that mirror death. There is no doctor here,” he said, “but if there were, he would give you a toe tag and send you on your way for an autopsy. But you are not dead, are you?” Once more his face filled my view.

“Oh no, you are not dead. You see, I am very good at makin’ the powder. I have done this thing many times, so I know how to get the mixture just so. You are alive, aware, and your nerve endings are fully functional.” His grin faded, died, and was reborn as a fierce rictus. He brought the knife to my face and pressed the tip of the blade into my flesh, just above my left eyebrow. A brief flare of pain zigzagged across the skin as hot blood welled on my forehead. “You can feel everything, but you are trapped inside your head.”

He pressed the blade down harder, then began to drag the razor down my forehead, cutting toward my eye. 




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-THREE:
 

Eye for an Eye
 

 
 

He lifted the knife at the last moment, moved it onto my cheek, and went to work. Carving, slicing, butchering my face. The pain was terrible, overwhelming, like chewing on glass or walking over a board riddled with nails. The injury was a sharp living thing, radiating outward from my face, then spreading through my whole body. And I couldn’t stop him. I lay there, wide-eyed and silent as he gouged my cheek and forehead. 

After another few excruciating minutes he lifted the knife, its edge wet and red with blood, the plastic utility guard decorated with small chunks of fresh gore. He leaned back a bit, lips pushed out, free hand stroking his pencil mustache as he considered his handiwork. “It is good,” he declared after a second, “not perfect, but very good, I think.” He reached over and grabbed a cracked hand mirror that was casually hanging out with the rest of the torture tools on the wooden table. “Would you like to see?” he asked, then promptly held the mirror out, positioning and repositioning the thing until my face stared back at me.

Three rough slashes adorned the left side of my face, running like jagged lightning bolts from my forehead down onto my cheek. Taken together, they looked like a trio of deep claws, almost identical to the old, puckered scars Beauvoir himself sported. “You like it?” he asked after a moment. “Now we are a matching pair,” he said, before lowering the mirror and bringing the knife back toward my face. The tip of the blade came to a slow halt half an inch from my left eye, the razor a thin point marring the horizon. “Well, almost a matching pair. Maybe I should finish, you think? Repay you for our shared history.” 

I tried to fight against the effects of the powder—pushing every ounce of will and internal fortitude I had against the paralyzing agent. I couldn’t lay there and watch the sadistic prick carve out one of my friggin’ eyes. This wasn’t supposed to happen! I was the Hand of Fate, dammnit. I wasn’t supposed to be mutilated in the basement of a Haitian nightclub. 

Then, almost as though Pa Beauvoir could hear my silent protest, the knife withdrew. 

“No,” he finally said, “I think I’ll save that for the coup de grâce. Once I turn that eye into pulp, where could I go from there? Best to leave that for the end so you have something to look forward to. Let us start, instead, with the binding sigils. What do you think of dat?” 

He turned away from me. “Bring the lamp over,” he commanded someone out of view. After a few seconds, one of the pallbearers from earlier wheeled over a squeaking halogen lamp like the kind they have in a dental office. Except this one had been modified: outfitted with dual mirrors, protruding from either side of the lamp, which allowed me to see my supine, lifeless body.

And holy shit, let me just say, I did look dead. My skin was pale, my chest didn’t rise, and my limbs were perfectly, unnaturally still. I’ve seen enough corpses to know one on sight, and I certainly qualified.

“That,” Beauvoir said, gesturing toward my face, “was a warm-up. Now for the real work. The powder, it won’t last much longer. The poison affects magi for only a little while. But it will be long enough for me to do what I must.” He pulled my shirt away from my body, the fabric tenting from the pressure, then took to it with the box cutter. The cloth parted with a whisper and a rustle, leaving my belly and chest exposed to the intense scrutiny of the halogen lamp above. He absently swatted away a fat cockroach that’d taken up residence on my belly, sending the portly bug flying across the room. 

“Though torturing people is a hobby of mine, it is not the true purpose of zombie powder,” Beauvoir said, a professor taking to the podium. “The powder, it brings the body to the edge of death, a great precipice, and in so doing, weakens the bonds that tie the soul to flesh. That”—he slapped at my naked chest—“is its true purpose.”

Almost thoughtlessly, as though he’d done this same thing so damned often it had become pure muscle memory, he exchanged the box cutter for a more precise surgical scalpel and began to cut into my right pec. He no longer cavalierly sliced and diced, but rather traced a series of thin, swirling patterns, taking care only to part the skin, while leaving the muscle below intact. Imagine having your teeth smashed out with a hammer, one by one; that was the level of fiery pain. 

“The human soul has two aspects,” Beauvoir said as he worked, “the gros bon ange and the ti bon ange. The first, it controls the body. It tells you to breathe and see, keeps the blood pumpin’ through your veins. But the second.” He paused, reaching out a hand and running it through my hair, the way you might pet a dog. “Well the second one is the mind. The spirit. It is what makes you, you, Yancy Lazarus. When you die, when we all die, the gros bon ange, the force anchoring soul to body, it withers. Dies. Then, like a bird taking flight, the ti bon ange flies free, abandoning the body for the world to come. 

“But we Bokor, we can trap the spirit as it flees the flesh.” He ceased his cutting, reached out one hand, and pulled over a red earthen jar covered in flowing script. A glance in the mirror revealed that the image being so painstakingly etched into my body matched the voodoo sigils on the jar. “With a little preparation and skill, we Bokor can trap the ti bon ange in a witch-jar. But, the other half of the soul, the part responsible for body function, it remains behind.” He carefully set the jar back down out of view, then bent over and resumed his tedious and torturous work. 

“When the powder wears off, the flesh, it recovers. Except now it is half a soul short. It becomes a meat puppet, a living zombie.” He finished his work—a strange cross on some sort of pedestal, flanked by a pair of boxy coffins. He set the knife down, then reached below the gurney, hands questing around for a long beat before finally fishing out a glass jar with some sort of viscous black liquid. As he unscrewed the metal lid, the smell of the jar’s contents hit me in the face like a punch to the nose: metallic, almost inky, combined with the sharp scent of alcohol. 

He dipped one hand into the jar and scooped out a handful of the goop, thick as molasses, which he splatted onto the wound. He massaged the shit down deep, working it in with his bony fingertips. A fiery sting spread through the maze of lacerations like flaming gasoline. Beauvoir frowned, plucked off another bug, a big ol’ centipede, and flicked it away.

“A stain,” he explained, ignoring the insect completely. “It aids in recovery, prevents infection.”

The jar went down and the scalpel came back up. 

He moved on to my belly, then, slicing into the taut skin running over my abs. A renewed wave of misery coursed through me, joining with the pain in my chest and face to form of choir of angry, screaming voices in my head. “You are an accomplished thug, Yancy Lazarus, this I know.” He turned his head so that the gaping hole in his face stared down on me. “So, it will give me great pleasure to turn you into my thug, heart and soul. Or half-soul. Like your pistol, which took my eye, you will become my weapon.

“Even better, the other half of your soul will serve me too. Wit’ your ti bon ange locked away in a witch-jar, I can siphon away your power, and with such strength flowing in me, I will grow into an unstoppable force. Me and my Chimeres, we will finally be strong enough to move beyond Cité Soleil. We will spread like a plague of the dead until we are in Carrefour and Pentionvill and Port-au-Prince. Until I can rule this country the way it should be ruled. My own private empire, and you will be at my right hand.”

He threw back his head and laughed, a booming rumble, full of hate, full of victory. When he glanced back down at me, tears streamed from his good eye while a trickle of dark blood oozed from his empty eye socket. 

He finished with my stomach in quiet, rubbed on more of the black stain, then moved on to my left pec, humming some jaunty, upbeat tune as he carved. 

And so it went: humming, cutting, staining, the butchery progressing in an efficient, workmanlike fashion. By the time he peeled off my coat and went to work on my left shoulder, I was starting to regain movement in my fingers and toes, just twitches, but growing stronger with every passing second.

Desperately, I worked to ignore the pain, ignore the fact that my upper torso now resembled a piece of Haitian wall art, as I worked to wiggle fingers and toes, hands and feet. I strained toward the Vis or the Nox or anything that might save me from more unbearable torment. 

“The powder, it’s very weak now,” Beauvoir noted eventually, though I couldn’t tell you how long this involuntary tattoo session had lasted for. “I cannot dose you again, not without killin’ you. I’m almost done wit’ the work, but I want to make sure I get my eye while you still have the soul and mind to appreciate the pain.” 

He set the scalpel down next to me, placing it by my face, then pulled out a silver melon baller with a rubber handle—the kind of thing you make fruit salad with—and a Zippo, slick silver with a tacky skull on the front. With a flick of his hand, he coaxed a flame from the lighter, then positioned the melon baller directly above the mini orange blaze, rotating and turning the tool until the scoop glowed a bright, angry red.

Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.

I knew exactly what he planned to do with that thing, and I wanted no part of it. Shit, put me back in the coffin with the bugs—literally anything would be better than what was coming down the pipe.

I threw everything I had into escape, desperately attempting to thrash my body while I screamed, hoping some survival instinct would kick in, granting me inhuman strength like in those stories where average moms lift minivans off of pinned children. My hands rose a few inches from the table and my lips twitched; a small squeal, hardly more than a whisper, escaped from my throat. But it wasn’t enough. Not even close to enough. If I had another ten minutes, maybe things would have been different, but I didn’t have another ten minutes. 

I had ten seconds. 

Panic enveloped me, raging in me like a tropical storm colliding into some small coastal town, ripping down buildings, uprooting trees, flipping over cars, flooding the roadways.

No. I tried to calm myself, to beat back the ugly dread threatening to overwhelm me. Someway, somehow, things would work themselves out. They had to. 

Ferraro was out there somewhere, I reminded myself. Maybe I couldn’t save myself, but she could save me. Would save me. My mind latched onto that comforting platitude: Ferraro’s out there, she’ll come for me … Ferraro’s out there, she’ll come for me … Ferraro’s out there, she’ll come for me … She’d show up any minute, a machine gun in one hand, and a brilliant escape plan in the other. Sure, I’d walk away with a few unwanted tattoos, but I’d walk away with both eyes. Things would be fine. She’d come for me.

Beauvoir set down the lighter with a metallic clack, then leaned into me, slowly lowering the metal scoop toward my face, a centimeter at a time. Lowering it down and down, until I could feel the glowing heat on my skin.

Ferraro will come through, she’ll save me, she has to—

The world erupted in a pain so intense, so excruciating, there were no words for it. No metaphor capable of relating the hurt. It was all fire and death and hell, as half the world went dark, blinking out like a burst lightbulb. Somehow, amazingly, I forced out a single word, despite the zombie powder lingering in my system. 

“FUUUUUUUUUCK!” Just one long, low groan.

Beauvoir pulled the melon baller away, the silver metal tarnished with red.

A second later the table beneath me shook and trembled.

For a heartbeat I thought it was just me—some strange new sensation riding the crashing waves of brutal pain—but then the torture implements next to me rattled, the click-clack of metal on metal. Felt like a small earthquake, but a whomp, far off in the distance—partially muted by the thick walls—said otherwise. Even zombified, half dead, and down one eye, I knew that sound: an explosion. Good-sized one, too. 

The cavalry was on the way. That had to be it.

Except it was hard to care, hard to care if I lived or died. The pain was so awful, death seemed like the better option.

Heavy footfalls followed a moment later—

Someone descending the stairs from above. 

“Baron,” came a frantic voice, liberally coated with French. “There been an attack. A bomb out front, at the police station. Zombie pieces are everywhere. And someone out there be using magic. Powerful magic. People are runnin’. It’s bad.” 

 Beauvoir set the melon baller down, his face contorted in a grimace of rage and hate. “What?” he asked, a growl of disapproval.

“An attack, Baron.”

Beauvoir’s spidery fingers curled into tight fists as he regarded me lying still once more. “Get this place on lockdown,” he said finally. “Marshall da troops, prepare for a counterassault. Now.” He turned toward the pallbearers—who I assumed were still present even if I couldn’t see them—and barked something harsh in French, then rounded on me. “We aren’t finished,” he snapped, rising to his feet. There was a flutter of movement as he spun then disappeared, followed by the angry clomp of feet storming upstairs.

Sterilize the wound. Azazel’s voice floated up from deep within me, a faint whisper, but present. Somehow, strange as it may sound, hearing that monster was a comfort. It meant I wasn’t alone. And, more importantly, it meant I had a powerful ally who could help me get even with Beauvoir, even if it came at a cost. I’ll help with the pain, the demon said. Immediately, a flood of sweet, numbing relief filled my empty socket, before trickling into the voodoo carvings decorating my torso and arms. 

Sterilize. The. Wound. The words came again, this time a sharp command.


I struggled to comply and, surprisingly, found the strength to lift my arms. Then my head. With a terrible surge of will I fought my way into a sitting position—the cuts in my abdomen flaring and throbbing even through whatever power Azazel was loaning me. 

I pushed my shaky arms out behind me, steadying my frail body as my legs dangled over the edge of the gurney. I reached for the Vis, but still came up empty-handed. I glanced up, saw that I was alone, then caught a glimpse of myself in the cracked hand mirror on the table next to me and immediately wished I hadn’t. My left eye—or at least the place where my eye had been—was a friggin’ train wreck. An empty red wound, the skin charred and burnt, cauterized from the hot metal. 

Oh fuck. Oh fuck, Oh fuck, fuck, fuck. My eye.

My limbs were cold and heavy and some rational part of my brain told me I was in shock, but that part of my brain seemed far away. Too distant to be of any use. I tentatively reached my fingers toward the butchered socket and the long jagged tears from the box cutter that extended above and below the god-awful wound. Before my fingers connected, however, I toppled forward, body slipping from the gurney as a geyser of vomit spewed from my mouth like Old Glory. 

I landed on the floor, involuntarily rolled onto my back, and wound up staring at the mirror attached to the too-bright dental lamp. I threw up again and fainted, the shock and trauma finally overwhelming my brain. I hope I don’t drown in my vomit, I thought, then realized, maybe drowning in my own vomit might not be so bad after all.




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-FOUR:
 

Escape
 

 
 

“Holy Mary Mother of God.” The voice floated to me from a great distance filled with impenetrable gray fog. The speaker was female, her voice familiar, but I shoved the words away. “Yancy,” the speaker said, and then someone was shaking me gently, a strong hand grasping my shoulder. “A mannaggia,” she said. “I’ve got a pulse, but it’s weak and he’s in bad shape. Bad shape doesn’t even begin to cover it.” 

How did I know her? She seemed so familiar. Her name lingered on the tip of my tongue, like a word I couldn’t quite conjure.

 “We don’t have much time,” a man replied, his voice gruff, cool, distracted. He too sounded vaguely familiar. “Shit,” the man said after a beat, his voice suddenly much closer, as though he were standing over me. 

“Can you do anything for him?” the woman asked, her voice clearer now. Much closer. 

“Not with something like that. Healing can only do so much, and the damage”—he paused as if surveying something—“it’s too extensive. This isn’t a cut you can slap a Band-Aid on, whore—”

“I told you not to call me that. Do it again and I’m going to castrate you with a dull knife.”

“The eye’s a complex organ,” the man continued without hardly a pause. “And, even if I could do something, which I can’t, we don’t have time for it. Put a dressing on it—I’ll carry him out. After that, we’ll regroup. Come up with a better plan.”

“Yancy.” The woman’s voice came again, now booming like a riot cop hollering through a blow horn. “If you can hear me, I’m gonna get you out of here, but this is probably going to hurt.” Then, before I could fully understand the meaning behind her words, a fresh outbreak of anguish exploded in my face, as if someone had just shoved a branding iron into my left eye.

I sat up with a scream, groping at my face with numb hands, fingers brushing over congealing blood and deep gouges in my skin, then grazing over gauze, which had been pressed over my unsightly injury. Ferraro was there, crouching down beside me, a first aid kit out and open, lying next to her shotgun on the concrete not far away. She looked worn and tired, bags under her eyes, dirt and grime generously coating her bronzed skin and staining her clothes. One of her eyes was swollen, a nasty shiner forming on her cheek.

 Seeing that eye, that bruise, brought everything back in a single terrible flash: the zombie powder, the carved voodoo sigils, the removal of my … 

 I couldn’t finish the thought. Couldn’t bring myself to admit what had happened. Not yet. Maybe not ever. 

Then I noticed the other person in the room, standing five or six feet away, cradling a boxy, black MAC-10 in one hand, with a M4 slung across his back. He was scanning the room, gaze shifting from me to the stairway leading back up to the club. “Fuck, the Prophet,” I shouted, fighting to gain my feet, only to tumble back onto my ass—my legs too weak to support my weight.

 “Relax, Yancy,” Ferraro said, talking slowly, calmly, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. “You’re okay. Safe. And he’s working with us. For now.” She glanced at the man, her face tightening in concern, but she didn’t say anything else.

 “What the holy hell are you talking about?” I asked, frantic, scooting back, staring at the man with my one good eye. 

 “We don’t have time for this,” the Prophet replied, rounding on me. “We’ve got a handful of minutes before the Baron returns, and we don’t want to be stuck in this basement, meat-monkey.”

 “It’s a long story,” Ferraro said, then gave the man a hard, ferocious glare. “But the short part is we ran into each other and decided it was in our mutual best interest to temporarily work together. He wants Ong’s location as bad as we do, and we have a better chance of surviving if we work together than we do apart. But we need to go. Now. Right now. While the Baron is distracted. Can you walk?”

 I glanced between Ferraro and the Prophet—the Savage-friggin’-Prophet, I reminded myself—disoriented and unsure what to do. That asshole with the MAC-10 was the bad guy, dammit, no two ways about it. In at least one timeline he was personally responsible for knocking me off this mortal coil. 

I trusted him the way dogs trust mailmen.

But, I also probably wouldn’t walk away from here without help. 

 I grunted, nodded, too tired to care. Whatever. 

Once more I tried to push myself upright—this time, using the wall behind me for support. My legs were steadier, stronger, surer beneath me, which meant my system was burning off the last of Beauvoir’s zombie powder. I opened myself up to the Vis, reaching out for raw power, and received a trickle of energy like the drip from a leaky faucet. A wicked, angry snarl broke across my scarred face, thoughts of revenge suddenly occupying my thoughts— 

Ferraro recoiled from me on instinct, as if she couldn’t stand to see what I’d become since we parted ways.

 I tried to put her horrified look from my mind. I was a monster now, my outside finally matching my insides—it was written all over her face. I shoved that thought away too. Couldn’t worry about it now. 

I was still weak, but I had enough energy to reach down, drawing on the steadfast power of the earth below me: pulling in strength and wrapping my senses in a cloak of unshakable bedrock, deadening my nerves against the hurt rampaging through me, drawing upon the rock-steady strength to survive. To continue on, whatever the cost. It was a temporary construct that allowed me to push past my body’s physical limits. That in itself could cause a boatload of long-term damage down the road, but I was way the hell past giving any shits about anything.

Once more, I reached up toward my face, but dropped my hand before actually touching the irrevocably maimed carnage. Surviving was the only thing that mattered now. 

No, screw that shit sideways with a rake. 

Survival wasn’t even all that important. The only thing that really mattered was getting Ferraro out of this shit hole and making Beauvoir pay for what he’d done to me. Pay for what he’d done to those poor kids he’d enslaved and pressed into service. That son of a bitch wasn’t going to walk away, even if it meant I didn’t walk away either.

Some things were worth dying for.

The Vis surged in me, growing incrementally stronger with every second, and as it did my legs stabilized beneath me. With Ferraro and the Prophet watching on—regarding me the way you might a mentally unstable gorilla—I reached down and grabbed a long piece of fabric from the floor. A strip from my shirt, torn away during my torture session. I wrapped it around my head, hiding my empty eye socket, then tied a snug knot at the back of my skull. I glanced at the hand mirror: not a great eye patch, but better than nothing. 

Stiffly, I reached over and snagged my jacket from the floor, shrugging into it.

“You good?” the Prophet asked, giving me a long, thorough once-over. 

“I’ll be better when you give me that M4,” I replied, nodding toward the weapon hugging his back. My powers were recovering, but right now most of the juice I had was directed squarely at keeping me upright. With my hand cannon gone, I needed something to slay bodies with. 

The man hesitated, lips tight in consideration, then shrugged and pulled the weapon from his body, holding it out to me. “The mag’s full … well, twenty-eight rounds. The M4 always seems to jam up on me with a full thirty.” 

I hobbled over, moving slowly, deliberately. 

True, Beauvoir hadn’t done anything to my legs, but he’d sliced my abs up pretty good, and that wreaked absolute havoc when it came to walking. Greedily, I snatched up the gun, slipped the tactical, three-point sling around my shoulders—wincing as the rough nylon fabric rubbed against the carvings on my chest—then canted the gun onto its side, ensuring a round was chambered, the weapon ready. 

The Prophet reached into his back pocket and liberated an additional curved magazine, brass shell casings lining the top. “Another twenty-eight, here,” he said. I took it with a grunted “thanks” and slipped the thing into my coat pocket, its weight reassuring. Victory through superior firepower.

“Here’s the plan, meat-monkey,” the Prophet said, eyes still fixed on the stairwell. “There’s a service entrance through the kitchen, and we’ve already removed the guards. I’m gonna take point, you, my crippled friend”—he turned and caught my eye—“will take middle, and your whore will bring up the rear. Let’s shoot for minimal contact with the Baron and his forces. Once we’re clear, we can regroup and figure out a way to get the info we need. Maybe head back and put a little more pressure on that boneman, what’s his face”—he twirled his free hand through the air, then snapped his fingers—“Pierre-Francois. Yeah, that’s it.” 

“No.” I said, limping over to the stairs. “I’m not leaving here until that colossal French shit-swizzler, Beauvoir, is pushing up daisies for good. So, I’m gonna take point, you’re gonna take middle, Ferraro is gonna cover our six, and if you dick around at all, she’s gonna put two rounds into your brainpan—save us all kinds of problems down the road.”

He snorted and shook his head. “Give me a break,” he said with a roll of his pale, icy eyes. “You can barely stay upright. Right now, if I wanted to kill you, I could take you out with both hands tied behind my back. Wouldn’t even be fair, not that I care about fairness. A Girl Scout could club you to death with a box of Thin Mints,
and you wouldn’t be able to stop her.”

“Then why don’t you?” I growled, snugging the M4’s buttstock into my shoulder pocket.

“Because it benefits me and my boss not to.” 

“Yeah? And where is Darth-Bathrobe?”

“God, she’s right, you really are clueless. I assume you’re referring to my business associate from the temple? He’s off doing nefarious and evil things, obviously.”

She? Was he referring to the Morrigan? I wasn’t sure and my brain was just too fuzzy to make heads or tails of the comment, so I let it go. “Well at least I don’t have to worry about him popping in and causing me trouble while I’m roasting Beauvoir like a luau pig.”

“God, not that again.” The Prophet faltered, some internal war momentarily playing out across his face. “It’s suicide to go after Beauvoir right now, so tell me why. Why would we do that? Why do something so absolutely stupid?” 

“I’m going because that asshole needs killing,” I said, offering him my back. “And it’s not a suicide mission.” I thought back to the hint Azazel had offered me before the torture session had commenced in earnest. “I think I know how to stop him. And how to get the info we need. So, I’m going after that Voodoo dickhead. The way I see it, you’ve got three options: you can come with me, you can tuck your tail between your legs and scamper off, or you can kill me. But no matter what you decide, I’m going after Beauvoir. Period. End of story. So either get in line and shut your friggin’ mouth, or leave.” 

I turned, the motion painful even through all the buffers I had working for me, and caught Ferraro’s eye. “You with me on this?” I asked.

She sighed, ran a hand through her hair. “This isn’t just about revenge?”

I shook my head, then regretted it because wow did that hurt something fierce. “I wouldn’t risk your life like that. We need that info, Ferraro, we need to stop this douchey beard-hole”—I jabbed a finger at the Prophet—“and his friends from getting the Fourth Seal. We came here to do a job, and I know how to get ’er done, alright?”

She glowered, checked her shotgun, then nodded her agreement. “I trust you.”

 Without waiting for a response from the Prophet, I set off, hoofing it up the stairs, the M4 at the low ready. 

The door at the top of the stairway stood closed, but I hardly paused. Instead, I conjured a hammer of raw force, which blew the wooden door from its hinges, small splinters of wood flying out as the door toppled forward with a loud smack. “Moving,” I shouted out, then buttonhooked left, performing a quick sweep of the kitchen, searching for potential threats. Anything that needed killing.

No movement. No bodies.

I moved forward, slow and steady, then paused at the swinging door that connected to the club beyond. I pressed my back up against the wall on the right—occasionally glancing toward the kitchen in case some threat decided to pop out—lowering my rifle muzzle, before glancing back to find the Prophet stalking up behind me with Ferraro behind him. 

“You know how to clear a room?” I asked him.

He rolled his eyes, then made a little shooing gesture with his hand, let’s get this show on the road. I grunted, then—not wanting to waste time or the element of surprise—surged forward, kicking the door open and darting through, hooking right as I swept my muzzle around. This was the room filled with affluent club-goers puffing at elaborate hookahs as zombie-strippers danced, ripping away chunks of skin and muscle for the entertainment of the onlookers. 

Despite the explosion out front, the people in this room hadn’t moved. Didn’t look concerned in the least.

Shit, most of the club-goers before me, lounging in their padded leather chairs, didn’t even turn to regard me as I stormed in, gun in hand. They were too absorbed in the unnatural spectacle surrounding them. Too absorbed in the blood and smoke and the thumping music streaming in from the other room. They were completely lost in their addiction. And I hated them for it. Hated them for what had been done to me. Hated them because somehow I knew they were complicit in the shady dealings of Pa Beauvoir. 

These men and women were all well dressed, were wealthy and powerful. They were the aristocrats of Cité Soleil: the land barons, the slum lords, the politicians, the drug kingpins. 

And I hated them. 

There was no threat here, no zombies, other than the strippers, and no gun-toting goons waiting to punch my ticket, but that didn’t matter. Not in the light of my burning, agonized fury. Something dark and powerful swelled inside me as I searched the faces of those eagerly consuming the awful carnival this god-forsaken place had to offer. A deep loathing, so red hot it burned my insides, pulsed in time with my heart, and before I could think or stop myself, I found the M4 raised and my finger pressing the trigger. 

The muzzle spat out bright bursts of fire, chewing into the zombies, dropping them in bloody heaps, freeing them from a grisly fate no one should’ve had to endure. Living eyes finally began to flicker toward me as I killed. It took me less than a minute to put down the spattering of undead in the room. I was doing them a service—like that kid who put down Old Yeller. They didn’t even fight back.

Then, I found the muzzle of my gun trained on a lighter-skinned man wearing a fashionable and expensive suit, a fat gold ring on one finger, a Rolex around his wrist. He looked clean, cultured, educated. He was also unarmed—all of these people were—but he was evil, he and everyone else in this exclusive VIP lounge from hell. Maybe he wasn’t as evil as Beauvoir, but this cultured assclown was certainly culpable for the misery and suffering that went on here. He stared at me, eyes flat, demeanor placid—a man who wasn’t especially concerned with life or death. Only entertainment. 

They all looked at me, not with fear in their eyes, but lusty hunger. What new spectacle is this? those looks seemed to say. What fresh atrocity is being served up for our viewing pleasure? It was that disregard, that affluent apathy toward evil and suffering, that made me want to murder them all with a spray of gunfire. Those looks were like tossing kerosene onto an already blazing bonfire. 

Blood pounded in my head, throbbing behind my missing eye, while white-knuckled adrenaline moved into my limbs like unwelcome houseguests. My finger tensed on the trigger and though I should’ve felt sick, I found myself excited instead. Thinking about blasting all those sickos in their faces felt good. Right. Six pounds of pressure, give or take, and that guy’s brain matter would decorate the floor.

But, much as I wanted to, my finger refused to budge, a conscientious objector to the massacre, which was exactly what it would be if I pulled that trigger. They’re unarmed, my rebellious digit argued. They’re not trying to kill you. I forced and fought the little bastard down, a hairsbreadth at a time, fueled by righteous indignation.

Ferraro’s hand landed on the barrel a moment before I squeezed off a shot. “Yancy,” she said, putting a slight but steady pressure on the barrel, pushing it down. “I know you’re hurt”—she moved the hand to my undamaged cheek while looking at me—“but this isn’t you. Killing these people won’t help anything. It’s wrong. I know you’re a hard man, I know you’ve had to do some tough things, but not this.”

“They’re evil,” I hissed through clenched teeth. “They’re complicit in this whole thing.” With one hand I gestured toward the club around us. “They deserve to die.” 

“Maybe,” she said, then glanced around, surveying the crowd staring at us with equal parts amusement and horror. “Probably,” she amended. “But that’s not why we’re here. We’re here to do a job and to get answers, to save people, not to dispense vigilante justice upon an unarmed group of civilians.”

I didn’t respond, but neither did I press down further on the trigger.

True, most of ’em probably deserved a death sentence—they were here, in this awful place, after all—but that wasn’t for me to decide. Wasn’t for me to judge. Ferraro was right, I was a hard man, a bad man even, and though I often did things of a morally ambiguous nature, I had a line. A standard. And gunning down unarmed people, even bad ones, qualified as being on the wrong side of that line. There was a part of me still yearning to blast those shit heads into a thousand tiny pieces, but I managed by brute force of will to pry my finger from the trigger. 

 “Okay?” she asked, her concern evident.

“Yeah, okay,” I replied sullenly.

“Hate to break up you two lovebirds,” came the Prophet’s voice, “but I’ve got an even better reason for you not to shoot these sadomasochistic gore junkies. Zombies. In the next room. A lot of them. So if you intend to get Beauvoir, I’d recommend you practice a little fire discipline and save the rounds you’ve got. You’re gonna need them.”




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-FIVE:
 

Game Changer
 

 
 

 I burst into the next room, the Prophet tucked behind me, Ferraro covering our asses, making sure those unarmed shit-geckos from the other room didn’t change their minds and come after us. The room, which had been a large dance hall when they’d carted me through the first time, was now a den of the living dead. The dancers, moving and grooving, were gone, driven away by the explosion, replaced by at least three or four dozen zombies, many tattered and charred. 

Probably the leftovers from my earlier tussle. 

 Surprisingly, the band was still playing, and it took only a glance to explain why: the musicians were pale, waxy, and glassy-eyed. Several were shirtless and even with only one eye, I could see the black ritual tattoos festooning their emaciated forms. They were zombies. Living zombies. People, just like me, who’d been tortured, then enslaved to the service of an utterly vile example of a human being. Even worse, for these folks to receive such treatment meant they’d probably resisted Beauvoir and his criminal enterprise at some point.

They’d probably been dissidents, freedom fighters, and now they were forced to participate in the corrupt system they’d likely clashed against. The irony was a bitter pill in my mouth. 

Nothing I could do about them, though. Not now. Nothing except to get to Beauvoir and make him pay. My strength was returning piece by piece with every passing minute, and with it my access to both the Vis and the Nox grew, but I didn’t want to burn myself out before the real party got started. Especially not when I had damn near fifty rounds of 5.56 just waiting to turn some shamblers into pink mist. My finger squeezed down on the trigger, and the weapon kicked ever so slightly against my shoulder as the gun belched thunder and fire. 

And this wasn’t pray-and-spray, Rambo-style shooting. 

In a firefight, it can be easy to get caught up in the moment—to see the targets, the enemies, and go on a rampage. Blasting away wildly, indiscriminately, pumping an unnecessary number of rounds into each target. But a firefight was a bad place for passion, a bad place to be caught up in the moment, because passion, anger, and hate can cause you to make stupid decisions. And stupid decisions can cost you—or someone in your squad—their life. So, despite my wrath and my sudden insatiable thirst for murdering evil assholes, I fought smart. 

I picked my targets carefully, aiming for those closest to me, working out in a half circle. Clearing the wall to my left, then slowly swiveling outward. I also took my time. Not a lot of time, mind you, but enough to practice the essentials of combat marksmanship and fire discipline. I only had so many rounds, after all, so I lined up each shot and waited for the rifle barrel to come to a natural rest as I exhaled before squeezing the trigger. Slow is smooth, smooth is fast. 

Each enemy got two shots to the head—no more, no less—then I was moving on. Assaulting forward.

Bodies dropped before me, hitting the floor with wet thumps, mowed down as gore splashed, and skull fragments cartwheeled through the air. It was a sickening scene—one which would undoubtedly serve as grade-A nightmare fuel for months and years to come—but again, the heart of a firefight wasn’t the time and place for such considerations. I could grieve later, but now was the time of fire and death, of hot lead and blood splatter. The Prophet’s MAC-10 barked behind me, clack-clack-clack-clack, spewing out bullets like angry bees, savaging a group of encroaching zombies off to the right. 

Guy was unloading rounds a helluva lot quicker than I was—thanks in part to the MAC-10 being full-auto—but he was doing an admirable job of making his shots count. The ferocious boom of Ferraro’s tactical shotgun joined the fray a few seconds later, blowing apart some shambling shithead near the stage. The three of us made quite the team, actually, like some kind of morbid band of death and destruction:

Ferraro playing the Shotgun-Bass-of-Badassery, the steady boom-boom-boom ringing out in the background.

The Prophet was on the Rhythm-Guitar-of-Doom, his compact MAC-10 dishing out a methodical buzz-hum as reanimated corpses fell.

And me? I was on the Black-and-Whites-of-Shitkickery, pumping out internment blasts like accent notes. Stranger still, was the fact that the gun blasts really did augment the music booming around us, adding to the crazy drum riffs. Making that whacky cross of reggae and blues somehow more complete. 

Slowly, we carved our way through the room, pushing up along the left-hand wall, keeping old brick at our back as we maneuvered toward the entry hall. Sure, the zombies came for us, pushing and clawing, but inside the cramped confines of the building interior, there wasn’t much they could do. These asshats weren’t smart, they weren’t particularly fast, and they sure as shit didn’t work together as a cohesive whole, which meant they didn’t have an ice-cream cone’s chance in hell of walking away. 

Until we ran out of ammo, anyway. 

Once that happened, they’d overwhelm us in seconds, and even with the Vis, it would be hard to push ’em back.

But working together, me, Ferraro, and that bearded shitbird, the Prophet, managed to successfully fight our way free from the dance floor and into the entry hall, which let out onto the street beyond. The hallway was mostly devoid of undead, and the few present milled around in a lethargic funk—a group of drunken frat guys aimlessly searching for a pair of lost car keys. Easy targets that didn’t put up an ounce of fight as we plowed through ’em, blasting apart everything in our way, stepping over the downed corpses as we headed for the huge French doors standing sentinel over the entryway. 

Finally, I dropped my weapon, letting it dangle on its sling as I extended one hand, pressing my palm flat against the door. Using the Vis already flowing in me, I extended a tendril of power, searching for any clue as to what might await us on the other side. What I sensed wasn’t comforting. What I sensed was bodies: undead bodies, and enough of them to produce a Broadway play. Or, maybe more precisely, I could feel the oily, toxic presence of Nox—pumping in them, filling them, animating them, moving them along like the strings of a marionette. 

I could also feel the puppeteer, Beauvoir, holding all of those strings, controlling all of those meat-puppets. 

“Bad guys,” I said, turning to face the Prophet and Ferraro. “Lots of ’em. Beauvoir is out there with ’em. Not sure if he has any living goons, but I’d put money on it. Probably surrounded by those child soldiers of his. You guys ready for this?”

“You sure you know what you’re doing?” the Prophet asked. 

He didn’t sound like a man who was worried, though. He was far too calm and collected for that. No, he sounded like a man who was scheming, preparing to make a move. I couldn’t help but feel I was missing some crucial puzzle piece where the Prophet was concerned, and I reminded myself that despite his temporary assistance, he wasn’t on our side. We were quickly nearing the point where our tenuous partnership would draw to a close. As soon as I got the info I needed about Ong and dispatched Beauvoir, my usefulness to him would be over, and who could say what he’d do then? 

Unfortunately, there was still a chance I might need him, so I couldn’t just plant a round in his skull and be done with that fermented bag of ass-cheese. “On second thought,” I said, mind whirling with paranoia, “I’ve got a better idea. Ferraro, you and the Prophet stay here, make sure none of the remaining shamblers from the dance floor get the drop on us from behind.” I met Ferraro’s eye, then glanced at the Prophet, willing her to understand.

Watch my back, and keep an eye on that jackass. 

She gave me a quick, barely there nod. I’ve got him.

“And you’re gonna go out there,” the Prophet said, “by yourself, to battle Beauvoir and an army of zombies. By yourself—in case I didn’t already mention that.” He cocked an eyebrow at me, then offered me a yeah-right eye roll. “That’s completely asinine, considering it is a miracle you’re even alive. You couldn’t take Beauvoir when you were fresh, but now, when a wet bag could smother you without a fight, you think you’ve got an edge on him?” 

“Look,” I replied, “if I step through that door alone, Beauvoir will be less likely to take me seriously, plus then if I need you, I can holler, and in charges the cavalry. Guns a blazin’. But, I honestly don’t need you guys to take down Beauvoir.” I thumbed my nose. “Beating that voodoo shit-head isn’t gonna take much power. Work smarter, not harder. Trust me, I got this.” 

He grunted, offered another eye roll, then sighed. “Whatever, meat-monkey, it’s your funeral.” The words were a contemptuous, backhanded slap to the face, but they seemed more like a formality—the words he had to say on principle, but not necessarily what he really thought or believed. 

I hoisted my M4, cracked one door, then slipped through, pulling the heavy door panel shut behind me, muting the music from within to a dull whisper.

The courtyard out front was exactly what I’d envisioned in my head: fifty or sixty zombies loitering around, ready to kill, but finding nothing to turn their ire upon. Beauvoir stood on the opposite side of the small sea of undead, directly in front of a charred and smoking building that had the look of a barracks or police station. The place was much nicer than any of the other buildings I’d seen in Cité Soleil—save the club behind me—and given its close proximity to Ge-Rouge, there was a good chance it was Beauvoir’s official base of operations.

And boy did the Voodoo Daddy look pissed that someone had blown it up. Absolutely livid. “Find ’em,” he screamed, his voice hitting a screechy high while his lanky arms waved wildly in the air. He wheeled on a pair of men with AKs on his right. “Find who did dis and bring ’em to me. I want their heads. Their heads—”

“No need to keep looking,” I shouted, voice ringing off the concrete and tin-sided buildings. “I’m right here, cupcake.”

Beauvoir rounded on me, shoulders bunched and knotted, a look of utter hatred contorting his features into a true caricature of a skull. “You.” He imbued the word with such scorn, it sounded like a curse. “You did this? How?”

“The how’s not important, and that’s not what you need to be thinking about right now. The thing you should be thinking about right now is what you want on your tombstone, ’cause this time I’m gonna put your ass down for keeps. Ain’t no one gonna bring you back. I’m gonna explode you into so many incy-wincy pieces, your rent-a-thugs are gonna need to use a vacuum to hose up your remains.”

“You,” Beauvoir said again, body shaking, voice trembling. “You gonna wish you were dead. I’m gonna cut off your arms and legs, then I’m gonna—”

“Let me just stop you right there,” I interrupted, holding up a hand. “As much as I love hearing about all the terrible things you have in store for me, I’m fresh out of fucks for the time being. So let’s just do ourselves a favor and stow the bullshit threats, ’cause I got your number, bub.”

 “Talk. Always talk wit’ you,” Beauvoir spat. “You may have many tricks up your sleeve, but I think it won’t do much good.” He snarled and waved a hand toward the assembled horde. “We have already played this scenario out to its conclusion, and we both know how it ends. You are weak, on the edge of death. You are in no position to fight me, or all of them.”

 “You’re right,” I replied, lowering the M4, letting the weapon dangle as I folded my hands over the pistol grip. “I can’t beat you, not in a knock-down-drag-out. Not against these kinda odds.”

“Could it be?” Beauvoir asked, his snarl turning into lopsided sneer. “Could it be that our time together has finally subdued that famous Lazarus spirit? I have met many strong men who have been broken by less.” He shrugged. “There is no shame in this.” 

“Not broken,” I replied evenly. “I’m just good with odds. And right now, they’re in your favor. But what if the odds weren’t quite so lopsided?” 

I called on Azazel, reaching out for the Nox, pulling in as much tainted power as I could hold in my broken and battered body. I called on that demon shithead, even knowing the price I would pay later on. The more Nox I used, the more damage I dealt to his already dilapidated prison, and sooner or later he was gonna break free. Once he did, I was in a world of shit. My mind flashed back to an enemy I’d fought not so long ago: a greater Wendigo named Achak. He’d sold his soul for power, too, sold it to a gluttony demon, and ended up a slave, trapped inside his own mind.

That could be me. Probably would be.

Whatever. I wasn’t even sure I’d live long enough to deal with that fallout. And if I did? Well that was a problem for future Me to handle.

 Hazy light began to build around me, a nimbus of angry violet the exact shade of Azazel’s demonic eyes. The exact same color I knew my eyes—well, eye—was right at that moment. My hands and arms began to burn with a frozen heat; a quick glance down revealed streaks of red-black spreading through my veins, creating a patchwork of spidery tendrils reaching, clawing, toward my heart. As that power engulfed me, burning increasingly brighter like some otherworldly flame, my body lifted from the ground, my feet hovering a few feet from the stone steps below. 

From the terrified looks spreading across the faces of the living, I knew I must’ve resembled a dark, avenging angel come to deal out God’s wrath. And that was close to the truth. Except I wasn’t doing God’s bidding—no, this was freelance work. 

I turned my senses outward, reaching for the dark power, thick and invisible, floating in the air. The power Beauvoir was using to control and animate his mindless minions. The Avizo. Nox.

Azazel’s lesson bubbled to the top of my mind as I stared at Beauvoir and his zombies. 

“When a mortal seeks to use the Nox,” he’d said, “they must draw the power through an immortal conduit who acts as a buffer. An insulator protecting the human wielder … It is remarkably similar to the process you magi use in binding.”

There’s not really a way to block someone with a fistful of Vis already flowing through ’em. 

You can block their constructs. Or unravel their workings. 

You can grind a mage down until they can’t keep a handle on their power. Or you can blast them into low orbit with an offensive construct of your own making. 

But there isn’t a way to cut ’em off from the power of Creation, because that primal energy is everywhere. In everything. The world radiates power—positively brims with it—and so does every living thing. Vis is in rocks and stone, in trees and forests, pumping through the veins of every person in the form of Vim.

That wasn’t the case with Nox, though.

Nox didn’t power creation, didn’t turn the wheels of life and existence; it was a negative force, conjured from death and inaccessible to mortals—or, at least, not immediately accessible to mortals. To touch the Nox, a practitioner had to go through an intermediary like a demon or a powerful Loa, forming a connection that worked in the same manner as binding.

Binding
is one of the most powerful tools we magi have at our disposal. Any mage, by themselves, can dish out a world of face-melting, bone-breaking, soul-crushing hurt, which is the reason why supernatural baddies of most persuasions tread warily around our kind. But the most powerful constructs take more than one mage to pull off. They take a team working in concert: sharing flows of energy, weaving different braids together to construct a single mega-construct far more powerful than the sum of its parts. 

But binding is a delicate process, a fragile thing, and it doesn’t come without a substantial set of risks and weakness. Sure, a pair of bound magi can rock your shit ten ways from Tuesday, but, with one wrong step, they might just as well blow their asses to the moon. A butt-load of things can go wrong with binding. Among those things? A binding can be broken. Severed. It isn’t easy to do, but if you’ve got the know-how and the raw power, you can make it happen. It’s a little like prying apart two links in a chain: just requires some brute force and a well-placed strike. 

Me? I had the know-how and the strength—thanks to my link with Azazel—which was bad news bears for Beauvoir. 

Beauvoir was deriving his power through a link to Ong, the Fourth Seal Bearer, and had created hundreds of lesser links to each of his undead minions, turning them into a host of puppets.

Inside each zombie was a tight ball of throbbing power. That power pushed hair-thin strands of energy through the corpses like a rudimentary circulatory system. But instead of circulating blood, that network of energy conveyed the power of unlife by providing them with stolen Vim. Life force siphoned off from other mortals and from Creation itself, slowly killing the world. That was part of the reason Cité Soleil
was such a dank, dark, awful place: because Baron Samedi and Beauvoir had been preying on it like cancer. 

Now that I knew what to look for, it was simple to locate the tight knot of power, which acted as a confluence of ingoing and outgoing energy. A control center and binding point. 

Assuming I’d understood Azazel correctly, it should be possible to smash the holy hell out of that knot and break Beauvoir’s control over the undead fiends. If I could do that, it’d be a game changer. And if not … Well, I was as deader than dead. 

Time to roll those dice.




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-SIX:
 

What Goes Around …
 

 
 

With a weary grin, I extended a razor blade of whipping Nox toward the nearest zombie—an elderly man with a potbelly, wearing rainbow suspenders, tattered pants, and nothing else——and slashed through the knot of energy imbedded in his saggy chest, slicing it into little pieces, unraveling the construct in a blink.

For a moment, nothing happened.

My grin faltered. 

Another second ticked by, snailing along slower than the line at the DMV. 

Still nothing. Well, shit.

But then, then, friggin’ magic: 

The portly, rainbow-suspendered man shuddered, his whole body suddenly plagued by a terrible seizure—arms flailing, legs wobbling, head flapping forward and back, forward and back. Then, finally, the body dropped in a heap of twitching limbs, once more a corpse. I smiled at Beauvoir, the predatory grin of a lion seeing easy prey, then sent out a wave of power, which washed through the courtyard. The zombies, all of them, flew into similar erratic spasms, their arms and legs jerking and jolting, a school of fish suddenly out of water, before bodies starting hitting the deck by the dozens. 

Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.

One after another they fell, until the courtyard was a graveyard, a morgue, a recent battlefield filled with the dead. The music trickling from the club died, too, the outrush of power severing Beauvoir’s connection with the zombified band within. 

Sudden, ominous silence reigned. The tight pause before the other shoe drops.

I regarded Beauvoir: etched across his face was fear, thick and pregnant. Around him, his few living henchmen shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, eyes roving over the mounds of dead, hands nervously checking the safety switches on their assorted weaponry. They were right to be nervous. 

“Yeah, that’s right, you asshat,” I said, voice booming, gruff, tinged with a harsh rasp that vaguely reminded me of Azazel. “I know your dirty little secret. And you know what I think?” I paused, letting the question linger and loiter like a gang of ruffians. “I think you’re not so different from those corpses on the ground, Beauvoir. I may not know everything—in the grand scheme of things, I may not even know much—but I know about killing. And you?” I jabbed a finger at him. 

“You I killed. Dead. Guaranteed. Yet mystery of mysteries, here you are, even though you have a hole that runs clean through your skull. And that leaves me with a few questions. First, what in the shit? And second, how in the shit? But I’ve had a little time to kick those questions around in the ol’ noggin, and what I think is that the Fourth Seal Bearer, your Baron Samedi, brought you back from the grave. Brought you back in much the same way you brought them”—I swept one hand toward the bodies littering the street—“back from the grave.”

I reached out with the Nox, feeling the pulsing, rhythmic beat of undead power nestled inside Beauvoir’s chest, sending surge after surge of unholy power rippling through his body, giving life to his limbs. That power wasn’t in him, not like it was with me. No, it was originating from elsewhere, forming a complicated bond. One keeping Beauvoir upright and breathing. The construct animating Beauvoir was a complex piece of work, well beyond my understanding, but it was built along the same lines as the constructs that’d given life to the rest of the horde. 

Even with Azazel living in my head, there was no way I could build something as complex as the mechanism powering Beauvoir, but I didn’t need to build it. I just needed to smash it up good and proper, and that? Well that wouldn’t be so hard at all. I applied a little pressure to the knot of dark energy, pressing on it with a thin scalpel of invisible Nox, feeling strands of force snap like overtight guitar strings. I cut only a few reedy strands of power, and suddenly Beauvoir was on his knees, one hand, rigid and tight, clutched to his emaciated chest. 

 “What are you doin’ to me?” he wheezed, voice ragged and pained. 

 “Oh, I think you know exactly what I’m doing to you. And if you don’t give me exactly what I want, I’m gonna do it until you’re back in the grave where you belong. But this time, I’m not just gonna kill you, I’m gonna eradicate you. Scorched earth. I’m gonna burn you until you’re ash, then I’m gonna burn your ashes until they’re finer ash, then I’m gonna take those ashes and toss ’em into the void between the worlds. Make sure you never, ever, ever come back again. Understand?”

 He stayed hunched over, breathing hard, clutching his chest as he considered my words. “I tell you what you want and you leave me be?” he asked. 

 “If you tell me plainly and tell me true, I’ll leave you alive, if that’s what you’re asking,” I replied, far more calmly than I felt.

 “What is it you want?” he finally asked, head bowed, voice resigned.

 “Three things, dickweed. First”—I stuck a finger into the air—“I want my damn pistol back. Second”—another finger joined the first—“I want to know where your boss, Baron Samedi, is. And last”—one more finger joined the fray—“I want to know how to get outta here. I know you’re savvy enough to have a Way connecting to the Hub, and I want to know where it is. You give me those three things, and I walk away. Leave you alive … well, as alive as a dead man can get.”

 “How do I know you won’t kill me after I give you what you want?”

 I paused, frowned. Dammit. 

Unfortunately, I was planning to kill him after he told me what I wanted—he certainly deserved no less—so this was a development I didn’t care for. Finally, I sighed. “You swear an oath of power to tell me the truth and let me go free, unhindered, and I’ll swear an oath of power not to murder you. Today. After that, I’m making no promises.” 

What I was suggesting was no simple sworn promise; an oath of power was a pact, one imbued by a powerful construct of pure spirit, which would literally compel the swearer to fulfill the terms of the agreement. Once sworn, there was no way around the oath. They were words written in stone, implacable and immutable.

 It took only a moment for Beauvoir to nod his assent—say what you will about him, but Beauvoir obviously knew a good deal when it was about to shoot him in the face—before conjuring the framework of spirit necessary for the oath. After he swore to my terms, I embraced the Vis and did the same, agreeing to a very temporary ceasefire, which still chapped my ass. Once done, Beauvoir fished my pistol from his waistband and handed it to one of the child soldiers, shooing him on with a quick flick of his wrist. 

 “Baron Samedi,” Beauvoir said as the boy made his way toward me, pistol in hand, “is a powerful being, but he is a creature at war with himself. It takes a great toll on him, I think, so every few months he goes away. To rest. He goes to a city. His city. Bhogavati—the city of the Nagas. Far in Outworld, beyond the borders of the Autumn Court.”

 “That’s far enough,” I commanded the kid with my pistol. The boy, wearing a filthy Mickey Mouse shirt, came to a tumbling halt ten or so feet away. “Wouldn’t want you to hit me with any more of that zombie powder,” I said with a scowl. “Just toss it here.” 

 The kid nodded, then chucked the pistol toward me underhand; it landed on the dusty road a few feet from me with a dull clank. Carefully, I picked my way forward and retrieved the gun, checking the cylinder for rounds, then slid the hand cannon back into the holster where it belonged. I let out a sigh of relief. The pistol was a familiar companion that’d seen me through a lot of bullshit. Felt good having it back at my side. 

 “Okay,” I said, turning my focus back on Beauvoir. “So your boss is in this snake city, past the Autumn Court. That’s one helluva trek. There a quicker way? If he’s heading there every couple months, I bet there’s a quicker way. Dark gods hate commuting.”

Beauvoir seemed to war with himself for a moment, fighting to keep his lips sealed tight, unwilling to give away any piece of info he didn’t strictly need to. But he’d sworn to answer me and, at last, his mouth opened, words spilling out almost against his will.

“He is a secretive man, Baron Samedi, a secretive god.” He paused, stroking his chin. “But I have heard a rumor, whispers in the shadows, that there is an axis mundi, a thin spot between the worlds, connecting to Bhogavati. In Thailand, close to the Laotian border, there is a shrine called Sala Keoku. Maybe”—he shrugged noncommittally—“you go there and you find your way to the Baron? I think, though, what you gonna find is death waiting for you instead.”

 “Thanks,” I said, “but I don’t need any life advice from a corpse who just cut out my eye. Now tell me how to get out of this trash-heap, rag-tag shit-hole.”

 “Inside,” he said simply. “Down in the basement, where we had our fun. There is an old bookshelf. It is on hinges. You will find a portal behind. Custom built. Lets out near the Lonely Mountain. That fulfills the terms of my oath,” he said. “Now be gone from my city. And if you ever return, I’ll catch you and skin you alive.”

 I was about to respond, when something buzzed in my coat pocket, the manic vibration of a cell phone. I reached down and felt the shape of an unfamiliar brick burner phone through the fabric of my jacket. Didn’t know where it had come from, or how it had gotten into my pocket. But now sure as shit wasn’t the time or place to check it. I put the mystery phone from mind as I narrowed my eyes on the Voodoo Daddy.

 “I’ll only be too glad to put this place in my rearview mirror,” I replied. “But first, I’d like to leave you with a little parting gift.” Once more, I extended my invisible razor of Nox toward the knot in Beauvoir’s chest; with a few quick, economical slashes, I parted a handful of quivering strands—specifically the ones connected to his arms and legs. The cables of energy parted without any resistance, and Beauvoir dropped like a box of rocks, his limbs temporarily useless. 

 “What is this!” he bellowed from the ground, jerking his head left and right, but unable to get his body moving. “You promised me I would live!”

 “I’m not gonna kill you,” I said, shrugging one shoulder, though the words were bristling with menace. “You’ll keep right on living—you just won’t be able to use your arms or legs for a while, a day. Maybe two. But you’ll be alright.” I eyed his henchmen, my gaze lingering on each of the child soldiers in turn. 

“But I’m not gonna make any promises that your friends there”—I nodded to his goons—“won’t do something. I mean I know you said these kids belonged to you heart and soul, but I gotta wonder if they’ll feel the same way when they realize you’re as helpless as a newborn kitten. Hear that?” I shouted. “This monster who took everything from you—your lives, your families, your childhoods—he couldn’t fight his way out of a paper bag with a machine gun in one hand and a machete in the other. Might be,” I said, smiling at Beauvoir, “they’ll decide they have a score to settle with you.”

I spit at him, then wheeled around, slipping back into the club’s interior, quickly pulling the doors shut behind me. 

It wasn’t but a handful of seconds before Beauvoir started to scream, his voice a shrill shriek of tortured agony. Apparently the dead man could still feel, even if he couldn’t move. I smiled. Not as good as putting the miserable bastard down myself, maybe, but still as satisfying as a cold beer on a hot day. By which I mean smashing a world-class asswad in the head with a cold beer bottle on a hot day.

Then, though, that grin slipped clean off my face. Ferraro and the Prophet were gone, nowhere to be seen. 

The hell was this?

My pocket buzzed again. 

The mystery phone. 

I pulled the thing out with trembling fingers, my gut tight with anxiety. The cell was a cheap black burner with a wake-up alarm set to go off at five-minute intervals. I killed the alarm with a press of my finger and flipped open the phone. There was one unread text waiting for me. With a few jabs of my thumb, I opened the message and read, my blood coming to a low boil with every word.

I have Ferraro, meat-monkey. Call me at the number saved in this phone to discuss the terms of her safe release. Don’t wait too long or bad things will happen. 

There was no name, no other information, but I didn’t need anything else. The Savage Prophet. That asshole had played me like a friggin’ fiddle. Somehow, he’d known I’d pull one over on Beauvoir and drag the info out of the Voodoo King. He’d been expecting it. He’d been scamming me from the get-go. Must’ve planted that damned cellphone on me in the basement, maybe when we’d been preparing to breach the club proper. 

Guess it didn’t really matter when or how, only that it’d happened. 

I folded the phone, slipped it back into my jacket pocket, and promptly unleashed a sledgehammer of raw force, smashing through one of the interior walls—concrete and plaster exploding in a rain of debris. 

I stormed through the club, marching past the dance floor, now covered with the dead, and into the VIP lounge. I noticed a few of the tables were now empty, but not all of them. Despite everything that’d happened—the explosions, the gunfire, the zombies, the screaming—at least half the tables still housed customers. I tarried just a moment, the spidery veins of black and purple creeping up my hands and arms.

“You have two minutes to leave,” I said, my voice almost unrecognizable, demonic, “then this place is gonna burn to the ground. Two. Minutes.” Without further comment, I pushed myself through the door into the kitchen—still empty—and beelined for the basement. 

I located the bookcase, shoved up against the far wall, without a hitch. Right where Beauvoir had said it would be. The case, though heavy and solid, was affixed to a heavy-duty set of hinges, and it swung out with a whisper, revealing a crude doorway, decorated with intricate and unintelligible symbols, painted directly onto the brick wall behind. I recognized the workmanship: Harold the Mange. Figures. The fat, slovenly freak had one helluva talent with the Ways, so I really shouldn’t have been too surprised.

Generally, these types of Way-points required a specific access key to operate, but with my power I could force it open without much strain. Especially with an assist from Azazel. I called up complicated weaves of Vis and Nox and swept one hand over the portal with a whisper of will. The brick doorway disappeared in a flash, leaving a pitch-black hole standing in its place. I stole a look over one shoulder, gaze sweeping around the torture chamber, my good eye landing on the gurney, stained with red. 

Then, the box cutter, decorated with chunks of skin. 

Finally, the melon baller with a pulpy mess in its stainless steel cup. 

I raised my right hand and a wave of flame roared out, the room blistering with enough heat to melt metal, to turn that gurney into blackened slag, and to raze this charnel house to the ground. Then I stepped through the portal, letting the black hug me like a brother as Ge-Rouge
burned.




 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-SEVEN:
 

Good Fortune
 

 
 

 True to his word, Beauvoir’s portal let out in a dimly lit section of the Hub—a cramped alleyway, the air filled with a sour stink, the ground littered with garbage of a questionable origin and variety: broken bottles, dirty diapers, something that looked suspiciously like a hand. It was also a section of the supernatural city I knew reasonably well, just a couple blocks from a notoriously ill-reputed bar and brothel called the Lonely Mountain, which boasted a list of clientele that read like the horror shelf at the local bookstore. 

I didn’t move, though. Couldn’t muster the motivation. I needed a break, a minute to breathe and think. 

So instead, I lumbered over to the alleyway wall, the side of a concrete-slabbed tenement painted a dusty yellow, and plopped onto the ground, propping my back against the cool stone. Holy shit I was tired. Worse than tired. I was empty, used up, hollowed out. A husk. 

 Worse still, with Haiti behind me, the adrenaline was starting to wear thin. All my pain was returning in waves, slapping against my nerve endings like the ebb and flow of the ocean tide. Creeping and receding in turns. I glanced down at my hands—about the only things that didn’t hurt—and noticed the skin had turned a brilliant red the shade of broiled lobster. Like Azazel. A chill, which had nothing to do with the cold wall behind me, ran along my spine, and I broke out in a fit of shivers, great beads of sweat breaking out on my brow. 

 Chief Chankoowashtay, a formidable Sasquatch and the last great leader of the People of the Forest—I just called him Kong, ’cause you know, giant, hairy ape-man with a chip on his shoulder—had been the former guardian over Azazel. I remembered watching him go from a generally good-natured Bigfoot to a bright red murder-machine in the blink of an eye. His shaggy hair turned the color of a nosebleed, his eyes glowed like cigarette cherries, and thick spikes of gleaming black bone protruded along the outside of his hands, arms, and shoulders. One big ol’ scary son of a bitch.

 I hadn’t known the cause for the abrupt and terrifying transformation at the time, but in hindsight I knew it was Azazel’s demonic nature asserting itself, overriding Kong’s mind and grabbing hold of the steering wheel. Was the same thing happening to me? 

Carefully, I peeled off my leather jacket, cringing as the fabric scraped over the freshly carved markings etched into my shoulders. The leathery red skin extended all the way to my elbows, and spidery veins of purple and black were still spreading upward, greedy tendrils running over my biceps, past my shoulders, and clumsily reaching for my heart.

 I was still holding both Vis and Nox, I realized, the opposing powers lending my body aid and keeping the pain momentarily at bay. The longer I pulled on that power, leaning on it like a crutch to keep me going, the more those veins would spread. Until, eventually, Azazel would have enough of a stronghold to boot my ass into the passenger seat, which didn’t sound like my idea of a good time. So, against every instinct, I cut myself off, pushing away the flows of Vis and Nox until the power was a distant drug, far out of reach. 

Unfortunately, without that power buffering my physical senses, the terrible agony of everything that’d been done to me landed like one huge hammer blow. Felt like someone had dropped a mountain on me. A mountain made of razor blades, dirty syringes, and red-hot coals. Stars erupted in a shower before my eye—singular—nausea barreled through me like a speeding rollercoaster, and an intense combination of achy pain and fatigue settled over me like a cloak. 

Fuck me.

Everything hurt, and not just the obvious things either—my friggin’ gallbladder hurt for Pete’s sake—and with all that pain came images, flooding my brain: Beauvoir. The Prophet. Ferraro gone, taken. My eye … Each flash demanded my focus, screaming at me to pay attention. But I couldn’t. My conscious mind rejected all of it, unable to cope with my new, grim reality. My brain, instead, urged me to forget all that awful bullshit. It urged me to crawl out of this alley and into the bottom of a whiskey bottle, where I could live for the rest of my short, miserable life. 

That sounded good. Sublime, even. 

Get so plastered I could just ignore everything. Fuck the world. Fuck Lady Fate. Fuck the Guild. I’d given enough already, suffered more than anyone could ask of me, and I was done. So fuck everything. The world could burn to a crisp as long as I could be shit-faced while it happened. 

With a groan and a muffled cry, I slid my jacket back on and righted myself, then stumbled from the alley, already moving with the lurching gait of a drunk. 

 I staggered over to the Lonely Mountain a few blocks away.

The building was a hulking thing made of craggy gray stone, which might’ve been transported out of the Arthurian era—part mountain, part castle. Jagged merlons ran along the top parapet, while narrow windows bled orange light and otherworldly moans and orgasmic groans of pleasure and pain. The Lonely Mountain was mostly a bar, but it also doubled as a high-class brothel. 

Brothels in general are a no-go in my book—real men shouldn’t pay for women—but this place carried an extra dimension of grossness … I’d seen some of the ladies and gentlemen working this place. It wasn’t a pretty sight. 

I marched through an open portcullis and pushed through a pair of frosted double doors that read The Lonely Mountain, followed by a stern warning, No Fighting, No Trouble, Violators will be Incinerated. 

The Lonely Mountain was such a popular and happening joint due, in large part, to the fact that the proprietor was a fierce and unforgiving man named Firroth the Red. Firroth wasn’t actually a man at all, but a Red Dragon—hence the Red part. Like most dragons, Firroth was ferociously jealous of his treasure, which happened to be his bar and brothel, and would, literally, incinerate anyone who threatened its safety. It made the Lonely Mountain a great place for business meets, though, since no one wanted to put a toe on the wrong side of the line where Firroth was concerned. 

It also made it an absolutely fantastic spot to get fall-down wasted, since no one would murder you outright—at least not if you remained in the bar proper.

Gritty blues poured through the open doors. 

I caught sight of a single guitar player—bent and wrinkled—hunched over a beat-up acoustic, with a smoldering cigarette poking from the edge of his mouth. The song was a low, gritty number and mean as a junkyard dog. “Bring me my Shotgun,” by Sam John Hopkins, better known as Lightnin’ Hopkins. The Lonely Mountain wasn’t a blues joint, not by any stretch. They had musicians of every stripe and variety—from punk and techno to classic Beethoven and classic rock—cycle through, so it was always a coin toss what you were gonna get.

But today? 

Today, some cat was beltin’ out Lightnin’ Hopkins, the perfect tune to drink yourself into an early grave to. This was a soundtrack to die to, and that suited me fine. A lucky break, which God knew I needed. 

Smoke, both the tangy aroma of tobacco and the musky, sulfurous stink always hanging around dragons, loitered in the air. Muted red, orange, and amber illuminated the cavernous interior with pockets of seedy light, though overall the bar remained a dark and foreboding place, a cave dimly seen. Hanging stalactites and jutting stalagmites littered the space, each filled with the ever-shifting light of enslaved, winged creatures. 

I pushed my way through the crowd, ignoring the dirty looks I attracted from all manner of offended creatures, elbowing my way to the bar proper, always and forever presided over by Firroth himself. I pulled out a lone stool and eased my weight down onto the rough wood, which groaned beneath me. On my left, a ridiculously short man with a ruddy complexion—his feet dangling comically above the floor—drank beer directly from an oversized pitcher. Clurichaun. The lesser-known, drunken uncle of the leprechaun.

No pots of gold with the Clurichauns, they mostly just broke into unguarded houses and drank gallons of wine, like underage, snot-nosed high school kids, but they were great drinking buddies. Told the wildest yarns, assuming you could understand ’em through the inebriated slurring. 

To my right lurked a gangly woman with warty red skin and stringy black hair. Didn’t know what she was, a halfie maybe, but it didn’t matter, so long as she stayed an arm’s length away. Putting the red-skinned freakshow from mind, I shot up a hand, catching the bartender’s golden eye.

Firroth the Red stalked up to me from the far end of the bar. 

Though he was a dragon’s dragon, he wore the guise of a man—a huge and dragon-ish looking man. He must’ve stood at eight feet and had a swath of fiery-red hair, which shimmered gold and orange in the light. The guy was also built like a straight-up brick shithouse—his muscles had muscles large enough to lift weights at Venice Beach. Scrolling tribal tattoos of blues and blacks snaked up his arms and around his neck, so delicate and finely worked they looked like artful scales. 

A cigar—fat, black, and reeking of dragon stink—jutted from the corner of his mouth at a rakish angle, always burning but never diminishing. 

Instead of growling at me or threatening me with murder and dismemberment—pretty much a standard greeting from him—he pulled out a fat, streaky Old-Fashioned glass, then retrieved an unmarked bottle filled with something so dark and sludgy it looked closer to oil than alcohol. He uncorked the bottle and poured me a generous three fingers. The stuff seemed too thick and smelled faintly of apples, cinnamon, and old paint thinner or maybe battery acid. Hard to say exactly. 

“My private stock,” he growled, immediately reminding me that Firroth was not the kind of bartender you came crying to after a rough day. “From the special lady at the end of the bar,” he said after a moment, then hooked a thumb, capped with a curved talon, to the right. I leaned out, looking past the stout Clurichaun and a few other bar-goers to a woman cooling her heels at the very last stool available. 

I let out a groan as the lady cast a warm, overfriendly smile in my direction, then headed over. 

She was kind of a plain Jane, thin and petite, with shoulder-length brown hair hanging down in a loose sheet. She wasn’t beautiful, everything about her was just a little too severe and professional for that, but she could pass for handsome. She wore casual business attire: a pair of dark slacks, a silky blouse, a navy suit jacket that stopped short at the elbows, and a pair of thin black glasses, framing her angular face. 

Lady Luck, the living incarnation of Fortune. My boss. She had a black leather briefcase in one hand, which would surely contain a dossier with some murderously dangerous assignment.

I looked away from her, refusing to meet her eye, grabbed the dirty glass Firroth had offered me, and upended the thing, slugging down the rancid drink in one long pull. The cinnamon burned, the apple flavoring tasted spoiled and sour, and the alcohol hit like a friggin’ mortar round, exploding in my gut. I upended the glass and slammed it down on the hardwood bar top, then pushed to my feet, ready to turn tail and leave. Fortuna’s hand landed lightly on my shoulder, her fingers pinning me in place with only an ounce of pressure.

“Please stay,” she said, her voice sad, devoid of the usual quirky sense of humor I’d come to expect out of her. 

“Get your hand off me, bitch,” I spat. 

She flinched at the insult as though it’d been a physical blow. A pang of regret reared its head inside me, but I stomped it down as I worked to pull away from her. This was her fault, all of it. She’d first approached me in this very bar—gave me a bit of information about Harold the Mange in exchange for favorable consideration toward her should she ever need help in the future. And that little, innocuous request had been the beginning. That request had led to this, all of this.

“You have a right to be angry,” she said softly, gently gripping my other shoulder and turning me toward her so she could look me in the face. Once more she flinched away when her gaze landed on the strip of blood-soaked cloth running over my missing eye. 

“Why didn’t you help me?” I growled, the words a chore to force out. “You’ve got the power. You can go where you want, show up where you want, do what you want. You knew this was gonna happen, didn’t you?” I stared at her, searching her eyes for answers, then nodded my head. She’d known alright. It was written in every inch of her face, every line of her body.

“Believe me, Yancy, I did want to help,” she said. “You’re right that I do have power, but it’s power tightly constrained by forces even more powerful than I. This”—she reached a hand toward my face—“was always a part of your future. Lady Fate and I knew from the outset that this step was always a necessary one. Doesn’t make it any easier, not for either of us. Believe it or not, you’ve actually engendered a certain fondness in my heart. You’re like a mangy, disgruntled puppy. At first, you were unsightly and distasteful, but after having fed you day in and day out, you’ve managed to worm your way into my heart.”

“You. Let. It. Happen,” I said, my lips curling away from my teeth. “You let all of this happen.” 

“Sometimes, doing the right thing makes all of us into monsters, Yancy. The monk, he offered his life so you might have a chance at living, and I allowed your suffering so the world might have a chance at living. Everyone pays a price.” Then she did something completely unexpected: she leaned in and pulled me into a hug, her arms wrapping behind me, her head leaning into my chest. “I would do anything to save this world, Yancy. I’d let you die in a blink. I’d feed Ferraro to Firroth if that’s what it took. I’d unmake the Guild of the Staff if that was the cost.” 

She paused and pushed away from me, slipping her hands down onto mine. “For what it’s worth, though, I’m sorry. So sorry.” 

She squeezed my hands once, lips drawn into a tight, sad line. “I know you’ve had a rough go of things, Yancy—” 

“What the hell do you know?” I spat, a slight slur in my words—though whether from the pain, exhaustion, or dragon liquor I couldn’t tell—and yanked my hands away. “You’re an immortal. You show up in the aftermath with your briefcase, your shitty assignments, and throw a few meaningless platitudes at me. You talk about what you would give for the world, but it’s all lip service. What the hell do you know about anything? About sacrifice or pain?”

She sniffed, set her briefcase down, and folded her arms in disapproval. “I wasn’t always immortal, Yancy. Lady Fate made me what I am, shaped me into this creature, but I had a life and a family once, my oikos, though they’ve all been dead since long before Christ—murdered back in the Greek Dark Ages. I know pain. I know sacrifice. But all of that is immaterial, and though you have every right to give up, you can’t quit. Not yet. Ferraro is out there and if you stop, She. Will. Die. So, do for her what I couldn’t do for you—save her.” She reached into my coat pocket and lifted out the cell, flipping it open and handing it to me. 

“How’d you know?” I asked, eyeing the phone as if it were a poisonous snake ready to bite.

“My Lady sees many, many things,” she replied. “Some of those things you need to see as well”—she bent over and picked up the briefcase, tapping it with one slim hand—“but first, you need to make the call. Make it before it’s too late to save her.”

With a scowl, I tentatively accepted the phone and glanced down at the screen. Fortuna had already pulled the number up, and I even had full signal, despite being Hub-side. 

“How lucky,” Fortuna said, almost reading my mind. “Now make the call as we walk—time is short, I think.” She turned and slipped an arm through mine, giving me a quick tug to get me moving, pulling me toward the exit. Although the club was crowded with all brands of creatures and critters, they parted for Lady Luck without thought or comment, leaving an ever-empty pocket of walking space, surrounded on all sides by the press of bodies.

Against my better judgement, and with butterflies doing aerial acrobatics in the pit of my stomach, I pressed the call button and lifted the brick phone to my ear. 

Brrr … Brrr … The call picked up on the second ring.
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“Yancy.” To my surprise, it wasn’t the Prophet who answered, but Ferraro. “I don’t have long to talk, but I’m alive. They haven’t hurt me yet.” She sounded frayed, tired to the point of exhaustion, and scared. Not panicked, but I could hear the hard edge of fear in her words.

“How many, who, and location,” I rattled off, knowing the Prophet wouldn’t keep her on the phone for long. 

“At least ten,” she said, the words tripping over themselves to escape, “several people in brown robes—”

Whomp-smack, the sound of a hand walloping skin, followed by a muffled grunt from Ferraro as the phone clattered to the ground. 

“She’s a feisty one, that Ferraro,” came the Prophet’s icy voice a moment later. “Full of piss and vinegar. I like it when they have spirit, makes breaking them more interesting. Seeing how long they can last before they give up. Before they curl in on themselves. I’m sure you can relate, considering you’ve recently gone through something remarkably similar to what she’s about to endure.” He paused, a rustle of movement in the background. “Or she could be fine. If you cooperate, nothing needs to happen. If you choose not to cooperate, though, you can spend the next year signing for packages full of fingers and toes. We clear?” 

The threat hung between us, a sizzling spark ready to ignite a powder keg. 

“Don’t hurt her, dickhole,” I finally said, the words more of a concession than I intended them to be. “I’ll play ball. Just leave her be, alright? I’ll give you what you want.”

“And what do I want?” he asked, sounding pleased as a house cat that’d just managed to trip its owner down the stairs.

“The location of Ong and the Fourth Seal,” I replied through gritted teeth.

“Almost there,” he said. “I want the location, but I also want my crook, Yancy. The Crook of Winter. The one you stole from me. I want you to meet me at the location, I want you to have the crook in hand, and I don’t want any funny business. My boss wants you alive and kicking for the time being, but I swear if you pull anything, Ferraro’s dead. No evil villain tricks. I’m not gonna suspend her above a shark tank on a fraying rope. I’m not gonna sacrifice her in some elaborate ritual. I’m just gonna put a bullet in her skull. It’ll take two seconds.”

A shiver ran down my spine. 

I know bad guys and I know bad guy bluffs. This? This wasn’t that. 

The way he said it, so casual and colder than a Yeti’s butthole, told me everything I needed to know. Despite his momentary help in Haiti, this guy was as bad as they came. He would absolutely torture her to get what he wanted—wouldn’t even bat an eye at the prospect—and if he didn’t get what he wanted? He would kill her the way a farmer kills a chicken: quickly, efficiently, without losing a wink of sleep. 

“Bhogavati,” I said. “It’s some sorta sacred Naga city deep in Outworld. That’s where the Fourth Seal is. Don’t know what kind of defenses we’re looking at, but that’s where you can find Ong. According to Beauvoir, there’s an axis mundi
that connects directly to Bhogavati, some shrine called Sala Keoku, near the Thailand-Laos border.”

“Good dog,” the Prophet replied. “We’ll meet at Sala Keoku in”—he paused, as though looking at a watch—“let’s say eight hours?”

“Eight hours? Are you kidding me, buttclown? I’m working off two hours’ sleep, I need to make a visit to the hospital, and I need to get your friggin’ crook and make it to Thailand. How am I gonna swing that in eight hours?”

“Not my problem.” I could almost hear the eye roll-shrug combination through the phone. “Besides, I know your history—I know you have a knack for pulling victory right out of your ass, and I don’t want to give you a second longer than necessary to rally the troops or come up with some plan. You have eight hours to get me what I want before I start cutting.” 

The line clicked, then buzzed. Dead. Just like Ferraro would be if I didn’t get my shit together. Crap. I flicked the phone shut and dropped the weight back into my coat pocket as Fortuna guided me from the bar, through the portcullis, and onto the sidewalk outside the Lonely Mountain.

 “Eight hours,” Fortuna said, more as a statement of fact than a question. “That’ll cut things much closer than I’d anticipated.” Her eyes seemed to lose focus for a moment; she stared longingly into the distance as though peeking into the future that might be. “No, not enough time,” she muttered with a shake of her head. Her gaze snapped back to the present and honed in on me once more. “Well, that settles it. I was going to give you the brief myself”—she held up her briefcase and drummed her fingers along its surface—“but you need direct intervention. You need an audience with Lady Fate. Do you have the token I gave you? The one from the Hinterlands?”

I remembered the stone, a smooth little river rock carved with an ancient rune that shimmered like a trapped moonbeam. Fortuna had given it to me after sending me off to a future version of Seattle. The stone was some sort of insta-portal that connected directly to Lady Fate’s personal realm. 

“Sorry,” I mumbled, “it’s at the Farm with all my other supernatural doodads.”

She frowned, bottom lip protruding just a little, one hand massaging her temple. “You know,” she said, throwing up one hand, “it doesn’t matter. The stone can only be used three times—we give them out to our agents as a failsafe mechanism to ensure you don’t accidentally visit the Lady Wyrd more than three times. I can take us there directly, but this is important, Yancy, so pay attention. 

“No mortal may see the Wyrd more than three times, it isn’t permitted by decree of the White King. The consequences are …” She faded off. “Well, extreme. Your life-string will be cut from the Tapestry of Fate. There are no work-arounds to it, no way to avoid it. Visit her four times and you’re irrevocably dead.”

“Gotcha,” I said, too tired to come up with anything more brilliant.

Fortuna nodded in satisfaction, then wedged herself in next to me, jamming her shoulder up under my armpit, pulling some of my bulk onto her narrow frame. She lifted her free hand and slashed at the air, a backward flick of her wrist. A subtle ghost of power—almost too slight to sense—rushed out of her, and a vertical slit rotated and stretched until an opalescent doorway, seven by four feet, hung suspended before us. 

Neat trick. 

We stepped through the portal and into a cavern with rough stone walls, illuminated by sparse torchlight. The trip took all of a heartbeat. No hoofing it through the Hub. No traversing the pitch-black, formless landscape of a custom Way. This was an instantaneous portal, a direct flight, with no layovers and no hassles. Mega-cool. I’d seen the Crook of Winter pull off a similar trick while in my possession, but it was too dangerous to use, even if it was supremely convenient.

Still, I could sure as hell get used to travelling like this. 

I was expecting a greeting of some sort from Lady Fate, but none met my ears. 

I turned, taking in the yawning cave, before finally surveying the rustic space, which passed as Lady Fate’s living room. The walls of her personal quarters were rock, but the stone was smooth and polished, and a few pieces of needlework hung in yellowing frames. There was a quaint wooden table with a trio of stools, a well-worn rocking chair in one corner, a closed cupboard, and a great stone fireplace with a tremendous kettle resting over a cold fire. Place looked like the Twilight Zone version of Little House on the Prairie.

But the woman—or women, depending on your definition—we’d come to see was MIA.

“Bother,” Fortuna said with a sniff. “The Tapestry’s been giving us more and more problems lately. As more Seals are introduced into play, the less distinct the future becomes, and the harder the Tapestry is to accurately discern.” She frowned, tapping a foot restlessly. “She must be in the Archive. She’ll hate having you in there, but we don’t have time to waste. This way,” she said, striding away from the cozy living room area and deeper into the huge cave.

There was nothing for me to do but follow along like a lost puppy, sticking to Fortuna’s heels as she moved. 

My boss beelined toward the far wall, and I was surprised to see a connecting tunnelway—a cleft in the wall, almost indistinguishable from the surrounding rock—leading deeper into the cave. At first, the hallway was dark as pitch, but as Fortuna led me deeper in, an uneasy glow, soft and cerulean, seeped from the stonework, cast by veins of blue deep within the earthen walls. In some ways, those branching lines of blue almost looked like actual veins, lying just under the surface of stone skin. 

It wasn’t long before I spotted the first connecting hallway, just another passage of dark rock, cutting wildly into the heart of this place. A few more nondescript hallways followed—more of the same—but then came the rooms. 

Holy shit, those rooms: 

The first was a cavernous space shrouded in thick silver fog with some strange half-seen city looming in the distance. I couldn’t place the city, but it was some modern place with sleek skyscrapers of metal and glass. Except the city, wherever it was, had the look of desolation about it. The glass broken. Buildings charred. Cars, empty and abandoned, littered the streets. I had a sneaking suspicion it was some future reality under observation. 

Another room let out into a lush meadow basking in the yellow glow of a massive crystal overhead. The meadow, an idyllic place for an afternoon picnic, was surrounded by towering trees with a fairy ring of wildflowers in the center. I wanted nothing more than to go lie in the center of that ring, to drop into the lush green grass and take a nap. At least I wanted that until I noticed the ground burble and roil beneath the fairy ring, as though some gargantuan worm waited just below the surface. Hungry and patient.

There were also rooms of a more mundane nature: modern-day offices, manned by a small platoon of lumpy, malformed, ashen-skinned men and women—none of them over four feet—with huge spidery hands and luminescent green eyes. Goblins, I’d reckon, but these were all dressed in business casual attire. Mostly, they ignored our presence, methodically going about their tasks, though a few did stop to offer Fortuna bows or curtseys of deep respect. 

There were also storage rooms or maybe, more accurately, armories: 

We strolled by a blocky cavern on the left filled with weapons from every conceivable century. 

Gleaming blades in every shape and variety neatly lined a wall—Japanese katanas, curved Moorish scimitars, European bastard swords, Roman gladiuses, nimble rapiers with elaborate basket hilts, inward curving falcatas. Next to them sat battle-axes, maces, various polearms, and war hammers. But there was also a huge array of modern armaments. Shelves and shelves full of ’em. Civil war era muzzle-loaded muskets propped up against M4s and AKs. A table full of frag grenades and flashbangs hanging out with German stalk grenades from WWI. And handguns galore. Enough to arm a battalion of troops.

Not to mention bigger caliber bad boys that I would literally kill to get my hands on. Browning .50 caliber heavy machine guns. Beefy chain guns. A Milkor MGL lightweight automatic grenade launcher. And sitting in the back of the room, like the bad boy in the class, was a M777 Howitzer. A friggin’ Howitzer. 

Another room on the right was identical to the armory, but instead filled with body armor ranging from segmented metal Roman lorica to modern tactical Kevlar.

“What in the holy mother of God is this place?” I asked, my hurts and aches momentarily forgotten as my inner mercenary rubbed his hands together in greedy glee. “I thought Lady Fate was some cloistered old broad living by herself in this dingy cave. But this? Friggin’ hell, what is all this?”

Fortuna looked at me over one shoulder as she walked, the ghost of a smile tracing her lips, one eyebrow cocked. “The Lady Wyrd has a strange sense of propriety. Whenever she entertains guests of the mortal variety, she likes to put on the dog and pony show with the rickety furniture and the black kettle—it reinforces a certain image she wishes to maintain. But behind the scene things are quite different. Though Lady Fate may seem a humble woman, a great trust has been bestowed upon her. She is not only protector of the Tapestry of Fate, she is its enforcer, which is no small thing.”

“Okay, I get that,” I replied. “But what’s with all the weapons and armor? Can’t exactly see Lady Fate leading a raid, and, no offense, but I have an equally hard time seeing you handling a fully automatic shotgun.”

“You might be surprised,” she said, a glint in her eye. “But you are right in that those weapons aren’t for us. We have a surprisingly large workforce, and we like to make sure our freelancers have whatever they require. Lady Fate oversees not only the spinning of the Tapestry but ensuring its integrity, and that means monitoring the time stream in both directions. Can’t have hostile agents mucking around in time, making unplanned changes. You’ve already met our senior officer, Sir Galahad—the fellow you and Ferraro saved in future Seattle. He patrols the Mists of Fate and guards the Repository on top of the Holy Grail.”

“Wait, that goody-two-shoes knight works directly for you?”

She shook her head left and right. “Technically he works for the White King, but Lady Fate is his immediate supervisor.” 

“And he needs all those weapons?” I asked, suddenly revising my opinion of the douchey Sir Gal, who still definitely had a girl’s name. Anyone who got to fire off a friggin’ Howitzer had to be alright.

“No, not Sir Gal—he has Varunastra with him, after all, direct from the Lady of the Waters. But we have other freelancers who regularly take commissions, and if they take on an assignment in ancient Rome or Colonial America, they need to be properly armed.”

I had no words. I mean, what could you even say about something like that? 

We walked on for a beat in silence, until, at last, we came to the end of the hallway and a drawn gate—dark wood, ancient brass fixtures, and runic symbols gleaming like radiant moonlight—preventing us from going further.

“This,” she said, wheeling about to give me a long, weighing look, “is the Archive. The resting place of the Tapestry. Few immortals and fewer mortals have ever gazed on it, so count yourself among the lucky.” She snorted and slapped at her thigh. “Lucky. I kill myself. Anyway, before we proceed, a word of caution. Lady Fate is most definitely inside”—she closed her eyes and canted her head, listening to some unheard thing—“so she’ll be in her true form, which can be …” Her lips curled into a fine, tight line. “Shocking if you aren’t prepared. Please don’t overreact. She can be a bit sensitive about her appearance.” 

She turned and, without giving me further warning or instruction, grabbed my hand and pulled me through the gate. 
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The hulking gate didn’t open, didn’t budge, we just walked right through the damn thing—a sizzle like the static from a high energy line washed over me—and then we were standing on a rough stone platform hanging over a massive chasm like nothing I’d ever seen before. The unending abyss stretched out in every direction—a void unfathomably deep and incomprehensibly high that vanished into the horizon.

Huge boulders of craggy stone—small mountains in some cases—hung suspended in the air, completely unsupported, defying gravity by their nature. Running between the boulders, up and down for as far as I could see, was what had to be the Tapestry. Except it wasn’t even remotely like what I’d expected. It was a ginormous spider web, spun from radiant, golden silk, running from everywhere to everywhere. A manic tangle of strands without rhyme or reason, at least not to my eye. 

Some of those strands were wispy and thin, only tenuously connected, while other cables of webbing were as thick as bridges. 

A scuttle of movement near one of the boulders nearest me caught my attention; a heartbeat later Lady Wyrd scuttled into view. I wanted to vomit in my mouth. 

The Three-Faced-Hag had never been much of a looker—spoiler alert, the name totally gives it away—but compared to the thing descending toward me, the Wyrd in human form was like a recently bloomed rose, sparkling in the early morning light, fresh with dew droplets dotting its petals. The first time I’d met Lady Fate, she’d appeared as a hunched, matronly woman sporting a homespun gown of drab brown. Pretty average, aside from the fact that she had three faces, one forward facing, the other two protruding like cancerous growths from either side of her head.

Gross to the max, am I right? Wrong-o. 

The creature dropping toward me on a fat strand of silk beat that in spades. 

A spider, big as an M1A1 tank, spooled toward us, its legs gold and red, oddly delicate, and studded with black hairs. Its monstrously oversized thorax was neon green, spotted with brilliant crimson, and bristled with gleaming spikes like golden K-Bars. And the head … Shiiiit. It had a giant maw with fangs the size of short curved swords, but instead of the customary arachnid eyes, the creature had three human faces bulging out. 

The same three faces I’d seen the first time I’d met the Wyrd:

A young woman with creamy skin, high cheekbones, and flawless lips. 

A middle-aged woman, cheeks too thin and hollow, worry wrinkles sprouting across her forehead, around her eyes, and at the corners of her mouth. 

The last a wrinkled hag, a crone, with a horribly disfigured mouth, lopsided by stroke on one side. 

None of the faces had eyes, just empty sockets, dark as the grave and murky as the future. Unfortunately, those eyeless faces reminded me too much of my own marred visage and I had to turn away, disrespect or no.

“Handmaiden,” the withered grandmother faced crooned, looking at Fortuna. “This is most unexpected. You were to deliver the brief to the young man away from our realm. Why is he here?”

Fortuna offered a curt apology and then launched into an immediate and concise explanation of the circumstances. 

“We should’ve seen it, of course,” the grandmotherly face said, then offered a long sigh. “It’s this damn Tapestry,” she said, facing me. “The Seals are throwing everything off. Everything. And the longer this whole mess goes on, the more unclear things become. Soon we will be blind in truth, at least where you are concerned, young man.” She descended the rest of the way, her fat body lowering onto her crab-like legs, squat abdomen resting on the ground.

“Well, what’s done is done,” the Wyrd said, “but Fortuna, dear, ring ahead next time, won’t you?” The lovely young face frowned. “We’ve had designs on our Champion since first we laid eyes on him,” the maiden face said. “We’d so hoped to seduce him into a night of passionate lovemaking, but he’ll never be amicable to the idea. Not now. Not after seeing us in our true form.” She looked crestfallen.

I was crestfallen too, crestfallen because I still had one eye and had to watch this gigantic spider freak try and put the moves on me.

 “No point wasting time,” the middle-aged face said directly to the younger. “We’ve got work to do, yet—much and much work to do—so let’s see to our Champion’s needs, then send him on his way, shall we? Have you given him the original brief, Fortuna?”

Lady Luck shook her head. 

“Might as well do it ourselves,” the grandmother face replied with a nod. “We formally welcome you to our realm, Yancy Lazarus, and we hope you enjoyed the tour. Sadly, we are terribly busy, so let’s be about our business. We dispatched our handmaiden”—the spider-woman dipped her enormous head toward Lady Luck—“because there are several crucial developments you really ought to know. First, there is him.” 

One spidery leg, slim and knobby, lashed out, and in its wake was a brilliant light like shifting quicksilver, which resolved into the image of a man: young, bushy beard, ice-chip eyes. The Savage Prophet. “You have already met him,” Lady Fate said, “and the fact that you stand before us is good news—the monk did his duty, and in so doing prevented an absolutely disastrous outcome. Just disastrous. But, it is an ephemeral victory. One pitfall avoided, with a thousand more before us. Moreover, that insufferable Prophet is a big part of the headache we’re dealing with here. He’s preventing us from properly discerning your fate.”

“How in the hell is that possible?” I asked, genuinely confused. I mean, who could pull one over on Lady-friggin’-Fate? That’s like trying to beat a guy named “Huge-Arm” Mike at arm wrestling. Crazy.

“It’s the nature of the Tapestry,” Fortuna said, next to me. “Though my mistress is responsible for spinning, enforcing, and protecting the Tapestry, the information contained within is of divine origin. Now, many choices are left to chance, left to the whims of mortal free will, but the White King also has a will of His own. Though He does not often act directly, when He does elect to act, it is the absolute final word on the matter. And, since the White King exists outside of space and time, His direct actions are recorded beforehand in the Tapestry of Fate—the divine decrees upon which reality is built.”

She swept one hand toward the expansive cavern filled with golden silk.

“Since the Tapestry is of divine origin, only divine power may influence and distort it.”

“What’s that got to do with the Prophet?”

“It has everything to do with the Prophet, because he has acquired a Seal of his own—the Fifth Seal to be precise, and it’s making matters nearly unbearable for us on this end.”

“That’s not exactly a revelation, ladies,” I replied, rubbing at my chin. “The whole demon-thing, I mean. I saw him slinging around a little Nox during his battle with the abbot, so I kinda assumed there was something more going on than strictly meets the eye, but why would that affect the Tapestry? Shit, seems like everybody and their friggin’ brothers has one of these Seals, so what’s so special about this clown?”

“Not everyone and their brother has a Seal,” Fortuna replied sternly, “and it’s such a big deal because of which Seal he happens to have.” She popped her briefcase and pulled out a manila dossier, rifling through its contents before pulling out a glossy photo of a sigil—a goofy looking set of wings, encompassed by a circle. “Each demon has their own specialty. Azazel is a lord of war and dark magicks, for example. The Fifth Seal, however, contains the essence of Orobas the Chrysós, Great Prince of Hell, and Deceiver of Humanity. He’s an oracle spirit.” She paused, mouth lingering open. “He’s a prophet of sorts, which is a title he’s gone by for ages.

“Orobas is not nearly so vicious or powerful as Azazel, but he is crafty and loyal to his Bearer, almost to a fault. Not to mention, as an oracle spirit, he has the utterly unfortunate ability to glimpse portions of the Tapestry. He can’t see everything, but he can see enough to be a real thorn in our side. He’s using that power to predict our moves and stack the deck in his favor. And, perhaps even worse, he is a fulcrum, like you. I’d wager he’s your counterpart, the Champion of the enemy.” 

Well, shit on a stick. 

So not only did that toolbag have access to a friggin’ demon and the power of Old Man Winter at his disposal, he also had the ability to predict the future. Perfect. In what universe was that fair? What a complete load of shit. 

“Wait a minute,” I finally said, frowning, thinking back to my few limited encounters with the guy. Something wasn’t adding up right in my head. “If he already knows the future, why did he need to get answers from the monk or from Beauvoir in the first place? Shouldn’t he have been able to read the future in advance and know where the Fourth Seal Bearer would be long before I ever found out?”

“You have a sharp mind, boy,” said the grandmotherly face of Lady Fate, her weathered mug breaking into an uneven grin. “But the Tapestry, and indeed Fate itself, is not so simple as you think. Aside from the direct decrees of the White King, the future isn’t set in stone. It’s fluid, flexible, and often changing. Some possibilities are more solid than others, more likely, but they are not written in stone until they are written in stone—and even then, minute alterations are still possible. And reading those endless deviations with any degree of accuracy is a tricky business.”

“Moreover, he can’t control this ability of his,” Fortuna said, “not the way you’re thinking. The Tapestry is in many ways like your interweb. All the information you could ever want is readily available, but the quantity of information is far too great for any mortal, or even demon, to handle—so you must know precisely what you want to see. And even if you do find what you’re looking for, there’s no guarantee what you find will be useful. At most, he can direct the Sight only enough to catch snippets of the most probable futures. But those snippets, those images, are little more than pictures, and pictures without context at that.”

She took another photo from her dossier: an ancient jungle, filled with stately old trees. “Case in point. What do you see?” she asked.

I frowned, shrugged. “A jungle.”

“Correct,” she said. “And if you wanted to locate this jungle, where would you go?”

“How the hell would I know that?” I said. “That could be anywhere.”

“Precisely, though in point of fact this is actually a snapshot of Bhogavati,” she replied. “Such is the Prophet’s gift. Vision without context.”

“Sounds like a pretty shitty gift if you ask me—not that I’m complaining, mind you—just saying. I mean, what good is it?”

“Do not underestimate him,” Fortuna cautioned, glancing at me over the top of her glasses. “To one well-trained in its art, the Sight is a powerful tool. With it he can read a myriad of possible futures and orchestrate events to give him the best possible outcome. Using the Sight, he located Ferraro in Haiti and arranged your escape from Beauvoir, knowing that doing so offered him the best possible chance to capture both the Seal Bearer’s location and his crook. He is dangerous. Treacherous.”

“Okay, fine, but he’s not the only one who can see into the future. You’re Lady Fate,” I said, then gestured toward the grand cavern of silken cables. “You have the Tapestry right here. So how’s about you level the playing field a little—just tell me what this shitweasel’s planning and how to stop it. Boom. Done.” I brushed my hands together.

Fortuna and Lady Fate lapsed into an uneasy quiet. 

“What?” I asked eventually. “Do I have something in my teeth?”

“No,” Fortuna replied, “it’s just that we can’t help you in that department.”

“Can’t or won’t?” I asked, eye squinting, brow furrowing. “If you tell me this is more bureaucratic bullshit, meant to dick me over and make everything fifty-friggin’-times harder than it needs to be, I’m walkin’, ladies. I swear, I’ll leave you to mop up this shitstorm on your own.”

“Can. Not,” Lady Fate responded finally, then issued a haggard sigh. “As in it isn’t possible, boy. Though there are rules about how much we may directly interfere, that is not the issue. The Tapestry is of divine origin, so only divine power can influence it. Someone is using one of the Seals to obscure my vision. At this point, we know little more than you, or so it seems at times. But what little we do know we will give you.”

I folded my arms. “Figures,” I said with a shake of my head. “Well, lay it on me so I can get this show on the road.”

“Excellent, excellent. Now that’s the spirit,” Lady Fate replied, the hag face breaking into a mad cackle. “We have three warnings to offer you. And these are imperative, boy, so pay careful attention. First, unless you intervene in the next eight hours, the Prophet will murder that lovely partner of yours, Ferraro, and if she dies, all is lost. Perhaps you will battle on for a time, but eventually the future goes black. An endless void, which, I must confess, I do not understand. But a void future cannot be good, I should think, so you must prevent her from perishing.

“Second, should you allow the Prophet to obtain the Fourth Seal from Ong, all will be lost. Along that path there is a future of sorts, but one where the Prophet and his master—who is still shrouded to me—reign supreme. In some shadow futures along this path you live. In most you die. But in all futures the world as we know it is gone. Thus, no matter the cost, you must stop the Prophet from gaining the Seal. There are no second chances in this—if you fail, you fail completely.”

The words hit me hard, a baseball bat to the gut, and I didn’t know how to respond, what to say. I knew the stakes were high, but it seemed like everything was coming to a head. Just a few days ago I’d been locked up in a Guild holding cell, without a lead in the world, waiting for those bathrobe-clad geezers to decide my fate. And now? Now, I had to save Ferraro and stop the Prophet or the world was over. Done. Everything important to me would be gone.

No pressure or anything.

“What’s the third thing?” I asked, somehow knowing they’d left the absolute worst for last.

Lady Fate stared at me for a long beat, all three of her mouths twisted in concern, eyebrows furrowed in concentration. “You must save Ferraro and get the Seal without killing the Prophet. He must survive this night. Alive, he will almost certainly kill you and bring about the New World Order. Almost is the operative word. With him dead, however”—she paused, a look of concern bordering on terror sliding across her face—“the world’s fate is worse still.” 

“You kidding me? What could possibly be worse than the nightmare I saw in future Seattle?” I asked.

“A world under your thumb, Yancy Lazarus,” the Hag said solemnly. “And a cruel thumb it shall be.” 

My legs, still weak, collapsed, and I found myself sprawled out on the oddly warm stone beneath me. I heard the words, sure, but they all sounded like a bunch of indecipherable gibber-speak.

“What?” I asked, voice hollow. “What?”

“If he dies tonight,” Fortuna said, sliding up next to me, placing a reassuring hand on my shoulder, “a series of events will leave you with unspeakable power. And you will do terrible, terrible things with that power.”

No, that couldn’t be right. I wouldn’t do that. 

I’d fought my whole life against corrupt monsters and would-be tyrants—I stood up against the dark godlings, stood in the gap against the things that wished to reduce humanity to ashes. What Lady Fate said was impossible, had to be. 

“How?” I asked, subdued, nauseous. 

“It is not permitted to tell you the how, but know this, should you kill him, you will go from reluctant hero to ruthless warlord. A warlord completely lost to demonic power. A murderer far worse than Pa Beauvoir and the Savage Prophet combined. You tread a very treacherous path, Champion—you must thread the eye of the needle—and if you fail in this you shall lose yourself. And the world will follow you to hell. Like it or not, you are the Champion of Fate. Our savior. Our destroyer.” 

I grunted, staring at the floor, feeling the weight of terrible responsibility settle on my shoulders like a rucksack loaded down with gear. 

I didn’t want this, any of it. 

All I wanted was to keep my head down, cruise around in the El Camino, sleep in shitty motels, and play the blues for beer money. I wanted to disappear. To live out my years in relative peace. Was that too much to ask for, too much to want? 

And the worst thing was I could. 

Lady Fate had made it clear to me the first time around—this was no magic prophecy. If I intervened, there was no guarantee I’d win. And if I chose to stay out, no one would stop me. Lady Fate wouldn’t make me do this—hell, she couldn’t make me do it. But if I ran away from this, there would be no one else to stop the Prophet and his boss. 

“Fine,” I said halfheartedly, still surveying the smooth stone below me—slick gray, threaded with spidery veins of silver and gold. “I got the message. I’ll do what I can.”

Suddenly, I found the thin fingers of a shriveled old hand under my chin, lifting my face upward. Lady Fate, the Three-Faced-Hag, stood before me, clad in a gauzy gown, no longer a terrifying spider-horror, but a bent old woman. “I know,” she said, all three faces bearing thin smiles. “That is why you were chosen. Not because you are the best man, but because you are a persistent man. There is good in you, Yancy Lazarus, a better heart than you know. And, mayhap we cannot tell you all that you would know, but there are a few tricks I have yet for you. This is the seat of my power, after all, and that comes with perks.”

She shot me an eyeless wink as her hands rose into the air, fingers skimming back and forth. “Sadly, I cannot give you back your eye, nor remove the scars Beauvoir gave you”—one digit hooked into a claw, then she carefully plucked something from thin air. A glimmering strand of golden silk, clutched between thumb and index finger. “But I can take the pain and give you a well-deserved rest.”

A wave of cool power hit me in the face like a pillow, then rolled down, washing over my hearty collection of cuts, bruises, and hurts. A perfect shower that swept away the pains, washing them down some invisible drain like dirt finally coming free. When I glanced down at myself, I noticed my clothes had undergone a similar treatment—the rips and bloodstains gone, vanished as though they never were. Everything was as pristine as though I’d actually popped out of the shower and tossed on freshly laundered clothes. 

She’d done this for me the last time I’d come here too, but it was still amazing to see, to experience. A miracle, far beyond my comprehension or ability. Though the miracle was far from perfect: half the world was dark. My eye was still gone, even if she’d somehow managed to steal the pain away. 

Lady Fate frowned, as though guessing my thoughts, then extended a hand; the section of golden thread wriggled and writhed as it transformed into a simple cloth eye patch made of the same silky material. “A parting gift.”

I accepted it gratefully. It’d certainly do better than the strip of dirty cloth I’d been using. “Not that I don’t appreciate this”—I hefted the eye patch—“but I was just wondering if I could get another trinket for the road. Something I saw back in that armory of yours.”

Lady Fate smiled at me, a wicked grin full of devious, malicious promise. “You may have one item”—she held up a crooked finger—“provided you can carry it from this place.” She tapped at her chin. “Now, time is short and precious, so what boon will ye take and where shall we send you, Yancy Lazarus?”

I only had to think for a second.




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY:
 

The Coup
 

 
 

I lounged on a brown futon, puffing away at a well-deserved cigarette, with a hardline phone sitting on my right leg and my contact book perched on my left. The futon in question was nestled in the cramped living room of my super-secret underground fallout bunker, snuggled away in the Colorado backcountry, a couple hours outside Gunnison. The Farm. My bolt-hole, armory, and safe house, all rolled into one. Nothing fancy, but it had everything a guy needed—a place to crash, a Spartan kitchen, a shitcan, a shower, a fully stocked armory, and enough wards to keep a dark-godling like the Prophet at bay. 

The front room was roughly the size of a large shipping container—a couple of small cots hung from the wall, there was a couch, television, and small dining room table with a pair of padded folding chairs. It also had a bookcase full of dog-eared paperbacks, a portable electronic keyboard, and a guitar resting on a stand in the corner. A few little touches that made it feel less like a doomsday bunker and more like an awesomesauce crash pad for when you absolutely needed to sleep off a wicked hangover.

I glanced down at my contact book and punched in the number for Ferraro’s place back in Dumfries, then lifted the receiver to my ear, willing Darlene to pick up the friggin’ phone on her end. I’d already tried three times, and the calls kept going through to voicemail, but I knew she had to be there. Where else would she have gone? I finally left a curt message, hung up, then immediately tried back—she’d answer eventually if I just kept at it. Unless, of course, something had happened to her. 

But, after the fourth ring, she answered, and some previously unnoticed tension melted away, running from my shoulders like hot water sluicing over my body. Maybe Darlene wasn’t the first person I’d pick as backup, but it was nice to know I wasn’t alone in this—not to mention, she had access to the best supernatural assault squad on the planet: the Fist of the Staff, my old alma mater. I had a damned ugly battle in front of me—as ass-ugly as a hairless Chihuahua in lipstick—but Darlene had the bureaucratic clout to summon the very best the Guild had to offer, and I reckoned that would even the odds. 

 “Yancy?” Darlene asked tentatively.

 “Yeah, it’s me,” I said, melting back into the couch, letting the faux leather cushions draw me in deeper and deeper. “I was starting to get worried there. Thinking maybe something had happened to you.”

 “Oh gee, no. Everything’s alright here. Just didn’t want to answer the phone and have it be someone from the FBI or something.”

 I grunted vaguely. “Well,” I said after a lapse, “I’m glad you’re alright.”

 “And what about you?” she asked without a pause. “How did things go in Haiti? Did you find the location for the Seal Bearer? Is Ferraro alright? What’s our next move? Where should I meet you?” She belted out the litany of questions like a hail of machine gun fire, hardly room for a breath in between sentences.

 “Slow it down, crazy,” I said when there was finally a lull. “Let’s take those questions one at a time.”

 “Sorry,” she murmured. “I’ve just been so worried. I took the liberty of looking up Cité Soleil
in the old case files, thinking that would put my mind at ease, but after reading the details on the Voodoo Daddy … Well, I only got more nervous.”

 “There were some complications,” I said, trying to sound steady, confident, and unfazed instead of just wailing and weeping, which is kinda what I wanted to do. “Definitely hit a few rough patches,” I said, before launching into a brief account of events without going into too many details—poor Darlene didn’t need to know all the sordid facts regarding my alone time with Beauvoir. I also filled her in, using broad brushstrokes, on my meeting with Lady Fate—though I carefully left out some of the more sensitive information. Like that whole bit about me potentially becoming an evil, demon-possessed warlord. 

No reason for anyone to know that. Not ever. I had enough problems with the Guild without them thinking I was gonna turn into a Sith Lord.

“Good gravy, Yancy,” she finally said. “I don’t even know what to say. Except, maybe, I’m glad you survived.” I could practically hear her blushing in embarrassment through the phone.

I grunted again—surviving wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. “Forget about it,” I said eventually. “The only thing I really want to hear is some good news. Did you find anything on Darth-Bathrobe?”

She paused then, and though I could hear her shifting uncomfortably on the other end of the line, she was quiet for so friggin’ long I almost started to believe I’d
lost the connection. “Darlene? You still there?”

“Yes,” she replied after a too-long pause. “I just …” She trailed off.

“You just what?” I asked. “Did you find something or not?”

“Well …” She drew the word out, like she wanted to put off getting to that next word as long as humanly possible.

“I don’t have all friggin’ day here, Darlene. I’ve got places to go and bad guys to blow up, so just spit it out already.”

“I’ve found out a lot, actually,” she finally said, “but there’s no good news. All really, really bad news, in fact. That tattoo you saw? It belongs to Elder-mage Engelbrecht—it’s a South African military unit patch.”

All the steam left my sails in an instant. 

Black Jack was Darth-Bathrobe? No. Bullshit.

Black Jack was awesome, dammit. We weren’t close, exactly, but we’d always had an amicable relationship; the guy considered himself to be somewhat of a mentor to me, I knew. And that wasn’t just lip service either—he’d been the only one on the Elder Council to stand for me when I’d called for war against the Tuatha De Danann, and he’d also advocated for my recent release. Why in the nine hells would he do that if he was the Shot-Caller running this whole clusterfuck? He could’ve left me in chains or he could’ve thrown his support behind the arch-mage and had me executed outright two days ago. So why keep me alive? 

It didn’t make sense.

“You’re sure?” I asked, voice creaky, dry.

“Positive,” Darlene said, followed by the soft clack of fingers dancing over a keyboard. “It’s even worse than that, though,” she continued. “That fire we saw when the Gwyllgi
attacked? It wasn’t a distraction, or at least not just a distraction. It was a coup, Yancy. I managed to hack into the Moorchester comm relay and there’s tons of chatter. A large group of unidentified magi managed to override Moorchester’s defenses and they captured the town. From what I’ve been able to gather, there’s still a few small pockets of resistance, but mostly the battle is over and done with. 

“Whoever these people are,” she said, “they struck fast and in all the right spots. An inside job, no doubt. They hit all the major guard posts before anyone knew they were there, and by the time everyone else got word, it was already too late to launch any kind of proper counterassault. The arch-mage is missing and so is Iron Stan, but the rest of the Senior Council has been detained or killed, and so have the remaining members of the Fist. 

“Everything’s chaos right now, though, so it’s hard to get good intel. There are definitely casualties, twenty dead for sure— Raaj Sibia, from the Elder Council, and Ben Altschuler, from the Junior Council, for starters. Plus, others who haven’t been identified with plenty of folks still missing. Maybe dead. Maybe part of the coup. No one really knows anything, Yancy. The only thing we can be sure about is that the Guild is in shambles. It’ll take years to fix the damage, assuming it can be fixed.”

It was a damn good thing I was sitting, ’cause I would’ve fallen on my ass otherwise. My chest was too tight. My heart labored, thudding against my ribs. A cold sweat broke out across my brow and my hands became instantly clammy. I couldn’t breathe, and stars began to slowly coalesce before me, filling my limited vision. A heart attack maybe, that had to be what it was. 

But, after a spell, it passed. 

Not a heart attack, then. Some sort of panic attack, intermixed with a grief so deep my mind didn’t even know where to start.

Twenty dead. 

Not a huge number in the grand scheme of things, but the Guild was a tight-knit group. I didn’t have much love for Raaj Sibia, but I knew Benjamin. Liked the guy, even. 

We’d never been more than colleagues, maybe friendly acquaintances, but he’d stood for me in my darkest hour and I’d helped him get his grandkid, Michael, back from Old Man Winter. God, that seemed like a thousand years ago. In my mind, I could see Ben hunched over his grandson, clutching Michael’s too-pale body tight to his chest, tears streaking down his face. I didn’t know Ben very well, not really, but he was an alright guy. An alright guy with a family—one that would miss him.

A coup, Darlene had said. 

In its own way, that meant the Guild itself had suffered a death blow as well, which was just as shocking in its own right. Obviously, I had no real affection for the Guild, but it was an unbroken institution, a beacon standing against the dark things prowling in the night. Now, however, it was a shattered ruin, smashed to pieces and—like one of Beauvoir’s zombies—resurrected and forced to serve a new master. A master who trucked with dark gods, an asshole who hoped to murder humanity by the millions, billions even, and enslave the rest.

In the short term, it also meant I wasn’t going to get any help from the Guild. There would be no backup coming to support me against the Prophet and Ong. In fact, if Black Jack was dirty, calling the shots, and now in control of the Guild, it meant …

It meant that what remained of the Guild would be aimed firmly at stopping little ol’ me. ’Cause the odds weren’t already stacked against me enough. 

Shit. A big ol’ heap of it, delivered to me in a picnic basket.

Darlene added another tidbit, a juicy cherry on top, confirming my suspicions: “There’s also a rumor flying around that a group of battle Judges have deployed to Thailand—they’ve got to be headed to your rendezvous with the Prophet, you think?”

“Of course they are,” I replied, voice flat and dry as the Mojave. “And Black Jack is probably with ’em.” I shook my head, those overwhelming feelings from the alley flooding back in, crushing me beneath their weight. All I wanted was to hang up the damned phone, turn on some down-and-out blues, curl up on the couch, and die. Just close my eye and die. Had a bottle of Valium in the bathroom and a bottle of Glenmorangie back in the pantry that’d get the job done right.

“So what do we do?” Darlene asked, a faint tremble running through the words. 

“I don’t think there’s anything you can do, Darlene. No offense intended, but having you at my side isn’t gonna do much against a squad of battle-hardened Judges with Black Jack at the helm. You show up, you’re just gonna get yourself killed, and I don’t wanna live with that on my conscience.”

She was quiet for a moment, save for a couple of soft breaths. “We can’t give up,” she said. “There’s got to be something I can do to help.”

“Darlene, as much as I hate to admit it, what I really need is the Guild. I need manpower, backup. I need the Fist of the Staff in my corner. And that? That’s not a possibility.”

“Maybe it is,” she said in a whisper. “I’m not sure, but I think I could get into Moorchester. If whoever is running this coup hasn’t wiped and rebooted the security system—which they probably haven’t, since it takes a good while—I bet I’ll still have administrative access. As an O4 grade officer I can get to the holding cells. And if all the big hitters are going to ambush you in Thailand, then maybe I could bust our Judges out. Maybe even get to a few members from the Senior Council.”

“Darlene”—I fidgeted, restlessly running my free hand over my jeans, not wanting to say what I was thinking, which was that her idea was bat-shit crazy and had approximately no chance of working. Shit, even if she did somehow manage to sneak in, which she wouldn’t, there was no way she could possibly do all that and make it to my rendezvous with the Prophet in time. No way. Just couldn’t be done—especially not by her.

“Please,” she pleaded, cutting me off before I could force out the painful words. “I can do this, Yancy. I need to do this. Maybe I’m not a hero like you or Ferraro, but I’m the only one who has a shot at getting in and getting out. I need to try. Besides, no one is going to pay me any mind. Around Moorchester, I’m a little like office furniture: there, but forgettable. I can slip by.”

“This isn’t some game, Darlene. You could die,” I said. “Darth-Bathrobe took it easy on you in that temple, but if you try to infiltrate Moorchester and organize a jailbreak, they’re gonna take off the kiddy gloves. And if they do that, you’re as royally boned as they come. You’ll lose your family. You’ll never get a chance to see your husband or kids again. Are you willing to pay that price for a shot in the dark?”

“And what will the world look like for my family if I don’t try? If you die and Elder Engelbrecht becomes a living god? How will I face myself in the mirror every day, knowing I might’ve had a chance to make a difference, but chose not to? Maybe I’m just an office worker and maybe I’m in over my head, but I still need to be able to live with myself when this is done.” She sounded scared, but she also sounded sure, and I knew there wasn’t anything I could say to change her mind. 

For better or worse, she was gonna march off to Moorchester on an almost-certain suicide mission.

“No talkin’ you outta this?” I said at last.

“No.” Her voice was hard with resolve, the quiver of fear gone.

“Alright, Judge Drukiski. You do what you gotta do. If, by some miracle, you make it out, shoot for Sala Keoku, got it?”

“On it, boss,” she said, with way more pep than anyone had a right to. “And, Yancy, in case we don’t see each other again, I just wanted to say it was nice working with you. If I only got one field assignment, I’m glad it was with you. Good luck—I’ll be praying for you.”

“You too, kid,” I replied. “You too.” Then before the already awkward goodbye could stretch on any longer, I set the receiver back down into the cradle, killing the conversation. 

I wanted to sit a spell longer, to rest and shut my eyes, but I didn’t have time for that, so instead I pushed myself upright with a groan of protest. 

Okay, so I’d be alone against the Prophet, an elite mage wet-works team, and the living incarnation of death. Admittedly, not the best situation. In fact, I couldn’t think of any situation where the deck had been so stacked against me, but none of that mattered. Somehow, some way, I was gonna get Ferraro back and stop the Prophet from getting that damned Fourth Seal. Either that or kill that evil crapstick, and screw Lady Fate and her warning. 

And though I was going alone, I’d be far from defenseless.

I strutted over to the armory at the end of the room and pulled open the heavy steel door guarding my weapons depot. The room beyond was a twenty-by-twenty-foot box filled with assorted badassery of every flavor. Against the right wall hung my stock of Rube weaponry—since helping out a gun-running biker named Gavin Morse, my collection had grown considerably.

I had mounted wall racks with just about everything a Fix-It man could ever need: a trio of M-4s, an AK, a pair of AA12 machine shotties—each equipped with a 32-shell drum and a fire rate of three hundred rounds per minute—some pump action shotties, and a host of handguns. Berettas, Glocks, Colt 1911s, Saturday Night Specials, a few sleek .22s, and a cadre of MAC-10s. Maybe not quite as well stocked as Lady Fate, but I certainly had enough illegal firearms and explosive ordinance to give the ATF nightmares for the next century.

Running beneath the wall racks was a heavy-duty steel table, complete with a couple thousand dollars’ worth of reloading equipment. I couldn’t make loads for the few heavy-duty machine guns in my care, but for everything else, I could customize rounds without ever having to outsource. Silver-lead rounds infused with Vis? No problem. Powdered-iron cores cased in steel? Can do.

On that table rested the new piece of equipment I’d acquired from Lady Fate. I smiled in spite of myself. 

Yep, going alone, but definitely not defenseless.

And the Rube weaponry wasn’t even the most dangerous stuff in the room. Not even close. A bank of storage lockers ran along the left-hand wall; a few of the lockers were empty, but most of ’em housed items of power, many cursed, all of ’em extremely dangerous. Power-wrought knives used to summon demons; a shrunken head that allowed the holder to invade dreams; a section of stained glass, uncovered at Saint Paul’s Monastery in Jarrow, that could offer a peek into the darkest parts of hell. 

Bad, bad stuff, all of it, and far more dangerous than any of those boom-boom sticks on the wall. And that was just the tip of the iceberg. The worst of the lot, items too dangerous to even think about touching, resided in a lead-lined vault warded with powerful containment runes. 

Items like the Crook of Winter. 

I slipped off my shoulder rig, which housed my behemoth pistol, and replaced it with a dark brown gunslinger belt, which sat low on my hips. I bent over and, with quick fingers, tied the holster tight against my right thigh with a thin strip of leather. I slipped my Frankenstein pistol into its new home, then donned a beige flak jacket with a drop pouch drooping from the side and started collecting my toys. A few flashbangs went into pouches attached along the front of the tactical jacket. My Vis-imbued K-Bar got added to the gun belt, while a few speedloaders went into a loose pouch on my vest. 

I tucked a sleek, subcompact Glock 26—affectionately called a Baby Glock, ’cause it’s just so cutesy-wutesy—into a leather holster in the small of my back. Never such a thing as too much firepower in my book. 

For the briefest moment, I considered going over to the lockers and procuring some party favors that might help level the playing field—after all, this was the day the world might die, so it seemed appropriate. In the end, though, I decided against it. These days I was a danger, a danger to myself and anyone close to me, and it’d be reckless to take up any of those trinkets.

Next, I secured the Crook of Winter from the vault; its slick voice, oily and alluring, reached out to me as my hand closed around the weapon—desperate to foist dark temptations into my head—but I pushed those images away. Believe it or not, but it was surprisingly easy to ignore the ancient fae weapon after spending the past few months suppressing a genuine fallen angel. Guess what they say is true: whatever doesn’t kill you, only makes you stronger. 

Though in the case of Azazel, the verdict was still out, since he could do worse to me than death.

Lastly, I scooted back over to the table running beneath my weapons rack and grabbed my parting gift from Lady Fate, slinging the beastly thing over one shoulder before heading up the stairs and into the derelict barn above. 

The barn’s interior wasn’t anything special, in fact it was designed to look normal and boring as an additional layer of camouflage to throw off would-be sleuths. The floor was dirt covered, with some old hay strewn around. A workbench ran along the wall to my right; some ancient hand tools hung on mounted brackets. 

There was a loft overhead, which looked appropriately ominous and foreboding, but which was really just an empty storage space. A wheelbarrow sat in one corner amidst some digging equipment—a couple of shovels, an old pitchfork, and a rusted pickaxe. The only truly exceptional piece of equipment sat to the right, covered by a heavy-duty canvas tarp. My motorcycle: a vintage ’43 Indian custom bobber. A mean-looking cruiser in black and silver that could’ve come right off the battlefield of World War Two. 

I’d had Lady Fate drop me off just outside the Farm, and since my Camino waited down in Gunnison, I needed a set of wheels, and the bobber was just what the doctor ordered. I pulled off the canvas covering the bike and eased down into the saddle. 




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-ONE:
 

Sala Keoku
 

 
 

 I tooled through Sala Keoku on my motorcycle, the engine grumbling and rumbling softly beneath me. The trip had been a peaceful one, devoid of any action-packed jackassery, which was fine by me, but it’d been a long one, too. Turns out, there’s no Hub entry anywhere close to the strange shrine. Could be, Ong had gone to the trouble of closing any entryways too close to his vacation home—not an easy thing to do, but the demon Naga would certainly have the power to accomplish the deed—so I’d had to drive up from some city a couple hours south called Udon Thani.

 Nice ride, actually, though it’d eaten up a big chunk of my scant time. 

 My headlight slashed through the encroaching dark as I maneuvered deeper into the shrine, though I’m not actually sure “shrine” is the right word. This place was Weird with a capital W, and it reeked of Vis and Nox in equal measures—the stuff seemed to loiter in the air like a dust cloud. Sala Keoku was a sprawling garden, nestled on the outskirts of the Thai city of Nong Khai, surrounded by thick jungle growth with a towering temple at its center, similar to the one we’d seen in the Hub. 

But it was way more than just a temple or a garden. The sprawling compound was packed with paved walkways carving through jungle greenery, displaying beautiful nooks and crannies of manicured vegetation. And scattered throughout those gardens and along those walkways were statues. Lots and lots of statues—and not little garden gnomes or cutesy birdbaths being upheld by stone cherubs. 

Ah, no. Not even close. 

These statues were hulking gray things of stone and concrete stained black from the monsoon rains. Giant sculptures, some the size of a man, others as large as Mack trucks, and even more that could rival large buildings. They were creepy as all get out and there were two readily apparent themes: snakes, or more precisely the serpentine Nagas, and death. Death and destruction in a myriad of forms.

On the right: a blocky Buddha head with three faces—so similar to Lady Fate it was uncanny—with a towering crown composed entirely of carved skulls. 

Up ahead on the left loomed a cadre of serpent women, each at least nine or ten feet tall. Each had the long fat tail of a cobra, but the face and torso of a human. Well, mostly human, except for the fact that each also had eight arms, which all bore a different deadly weapon: spears, tridents, circular chakrams, battle-axes, whips of bone, curved swords, and other, stranger things. 

I saw a massive elephant covered in tribal swirls, surrounded by a bloodthirsty pack of stone dogs frozen in time as they tried to run the pachyderm to ground. There were towering, fang-faced demons, monstrous stone toads, and a cobra as big as a city bus, trying to eat a perfectly rendered stone Earth. 

And rising above the tree line, visible from everywhere in the odd park, was a statue of the Naga King. Luang Phor Ong. Baron Samedi. The Fourth Seal Bearer. The towering sculpture was identical to the Buddha statue I’d seen back at Wat Naga Thong in Little Bangkok, save this one was concrete instead of gold and also ninety feet tall, dominating the skyline with its ominous presence.

Some gut instinct told me that was where I’d find the Prophet.

So, because I’ve learned it pays to heed your gut—the seat of the survival instinct—I guided my bike down a left-hand trail, which snaked around a small pond, then curved toward the king of all Naga statues. Sure enough, a few minutes later, my headlight landed on the Prophet loitering at the base of the incredibly bizarre work of art. Naturally, he wasn’t alone—not that I’d been anticipating anything else. Given how absolutely craptacular my life tends to be, I’d expected him to have an army of dark-gods with fifty-caliber machine guns, each mounted on an evil unicorn. 

Compared to that nightmare scenario, the number of reinforcements he had was actually a small comfort.

Behind him, arrayed in a rough horseshoe, were six brown-robed shitweasels, their cowls drawn, hiding their faces from view. Magi. All of ’em.

Another Brown-Robe stood to the Prophet’s left, tall and blocky, his face likewise buried beneath a deep hood, covered with unnatural shadow. He wore a silver gauntlet, though, which I recognized from my tussle with Darth-Bathrobe. Black Jack, then. Ferraro was on the ground in front of him, conscious, but bound and gagged with strips of duct tape. Bruises and thin cuts decorated her face; Jack had her black hair clutched in his metal-clad fist. 

I stopped the bike, letting it idle—its light illuminating the scene against the growing night—and climbed off. Then, with a sniff and a grimace, I hocked a loogie, spit staining the ground, and pulled out the crook, which I’d cinched down beneath the left saddlebag. I hefted the stick, solemnly regarding it as its cold power reached for me, yearning to be free. To kill. To freeze. To blanket the world in icy cold and endless frost. To do my bidding, until I grew tired of the dreary mortal world and consigned the planet to winter paradise. Another Ice Age.

Once more I bludgeoned the thoughts into submission as I moved forward, my shadow stretching out in the amber glow from the headlight. “What do we have here?” I said, my boots rapping on the stone walkway. “The Savage Prophet,” I said with a mock bow, “and the entire Legion of Doom. All the backstabbing Guild asswipes, in one convenient place.”

“Give me the staff,” the Prophet said without preamble, eyeing the crook in my hand. 

“We’ll get to business in a minute, Beardy McGee, so just cool it. Now, who else we got here?” I asked, fixing my gaze on Darth-Bathrobe. “Wait, I got it, the Bathrobe Bandits. Not sure if you guys got the memo, but the Spanish Inquisition called and they want you to get the hell outta their century. Besides, who you all trying to fool anyway? It’s just me here. And I already know you’re under that hood, Black Jack, so how’s about we cut it with the cloak and dagger, melodramatic bullshit, huh?”

There was a distorted chuckle as the hooded figure towering behind Ferraro inclined his head. He reached up and pulled back the cowl, revealing beyond any shadow of a doubt the man beneath. Black Jack Engelbrecht. I shook my head in disbelief all the same. 

“You always were cleverer than anyone gave you credit for,” Jack said, his voice no longer garbled. His grandfatherly gaze lingered on my face, noting the golden eye patch, then meticulously cataloguing the fresh scars, still raw and red, littering my cheek and running onto my forehead. 

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about your experience with Beauvoir. That kind of thing? Always bad.” A frown of distaste creased his face as his eyes took on the hazy cast of remembrance. “I’ve been tortured a number of times,” he said almost casually, “but the first always sticks with you. The Xhosa tribe took me prisoner during the Kaffir wars, in 1811, this was, and I still have nightmares.”

He paused for a beat, adjusting the voluminous sleeves of his robe. “How did you know about me?” he finally asked. “That I was the man behind the hood?”

“A tattoo,” I replied with a shrug, not willing to look at him or take his measure. Jack had done a lot of bad things, and he’d been in the game a helluva lot longer than me. He had a lifetime of war, killing, and torture tucked away under his belt, and I had to wonder what that’d done to his mind. Was he a vision of what I would be like in another two hundred years, assuming I lived that long? I didn’t know. “I caught a peek during our fight,” I said. “Didn’t take Darlene long to find it listed in your personnel file.”

He sighed, frowned, then tightened his grip on Ferraro’s hair, pulling her head back further until she winced in pain. For the briefest moment, I thought about just roasting the lying bastard on the spot, turning his ass into a heap of human barbeque, but then dismissed the notion as a thought exercise in poor decision-making. I could do that, sure, but no way would Ferraro walk away in one piece, and that was unacceptable.

“It’s the little things that always trip you up in the end,” Black Jack said. “Though I suppose it doesn’t really matter now. I was hoping to keep my identity hidden until after things were settled back in Moorchester, but the last wall of resistance has fallen, so I suppose it’s something of an unnecessary precaution now.”

“And what about the rest of you?” I asked, cool and calm on the surface though seething underneath. “The rest of you dirty sons a bitches wanna come clean?” I eyed each of the Brown-Robes in turn.

“No, I think not,” Black Jack interjected, then chuckled, rocking on his heels. “Knowledge is power, young Lazarus, and without names, you have no targets. Without targets, we will be able to work free from reprisals as we consolidate our power base.” 

“Yeah, bunch of chickenshits,” I said. “Just like I thought.”

“Not at all,” Jack countered, “just prudent and pragmatic—not so different from yourself.”

“Shut your fucking mouth,” I snarled, eye narrowing, all semblance of composure suddenly flying out the window. Lady Fate’s words tickled at the back of my mind: A world under your thumb, Yancy Lazarus … And a cruel thumb it shall be. “We’re nothing alike. You’re a power hungry, murdering monster, and that’s not me. It’s not me and never will be.”

A small smile broke over the planes of Jack’s hard-worn face. “I don’t imagine I will be able to change your mind, you are a stubborn man, but you should know the truth behind our revolt.”

“Jack,” the Prophet said, shifting his body so he could eyeball the old warhorse, “this, this spiel of yours, it’s not going to make a difference anyway—nothing you say is going to change anything”—he tapped a finger at his temple—“so let’s not waste our time.”

“That hardly matters,” Jack replied, a scowl marring his face. “He deserves to know, ehh? What he does with that information is up to him, but he deserves to know. He may oppose us, Prophet, but that does not make him our enemy.”

The Prophet grunted and refocused his attention on the crook in my hand, damn near salivating over the thing like a junkie eyeing his next fix. “Whatever. Just make it quick.”

“No,” I interjected, glowering at Jack. “He’s right, asshole. Nothing you say is gonna change jack-shit, so why don’t you save your breath? Let’s just get to the explosions.”

“Be that as it may,” he said, nodding his blocky head. “But I feel obliged to tell you, because intentions matter. You have only seen the aftermath of our planning, but the why is important. The truth is, Yancy, you inspired our movement eighteen years ago when you walked away from the Guild. This, all of this”—he swept a thick hand toward the robed men, toward the shrine and the statues—“was all indirectly set into motion by you, so you can understand the irony that it should be you who stands so firmly in our path to victory.”

I squinted, canted my head to one side, and cleared my throat. “You might wanna head over to Costco and pick up a family-sized pack of toilet paper,” I said evenly, straight-faced, “cause your mouth just turned into a giant, gaping asshole and it’s vomiting an absolute fountain of bullshit right now.” 

He laughed, remarkably good-natured considering the circumstances. “No bullshit, as you say. I’ve had my reservations about the Guild since they elevated me to Elder back in ’57,” he said offhandedly. “Even then it was growing too soft. But when you called for war, that changed everything. Decided me. The Council abandoned you, which was disgraceful. They abandoned Ailia, who I loved like a daughter. An unforgivable act of cowardice and, in so doing, they also abandoned me and the principles the Guild was founded upon. That, well that was simply intolerable.

“The Guild had become a weak, spineless beast. A sick animal far too feeble to defend its members. An institution controlled by corporate ladder climbers and political insiders concerned only with their own best interests. You left the Guild in protest. I started planning my coup in protest. And, after eighteen years of diligent planning and careful maneuvering, the fruits of my labor are almost within reach. After years of weakness, I am on the cusp of fashioning a new Guild. A united Guild. One free from red tape. One that stands for something again. One that stands for its members and its principles.”

I paused, a terrible heat bubbling up inside me. “You’re really gonna stand there and justify yourself to me? You’re gonna try to pass the buck and pin this on what happened to me eighteen years ago? You’re full of shit, Jack, you and all your hooded cronies. Save your lies for someone else, ’cause we both know that you’re only in it for power like every other asshole monster out there in the big wide world.”

He shrugged one shoulder, indifferent to my accusation. “Given your track record and experience, I can see why you might think that, but I’m doing this for the good of our people.”

“Oh yeah, Jack? Well, if you’re so fucking altruistic”—I was screaming now, face red, neck hot—“then why in the hell are you working with the fucking Morrigan? Huh, Jack?”

He clucked his tongue softly, a bemused father correcting an ignorant child. “Your emotion is such a strength, but it has always been your weakness, too. A double-edged sword.” He paused, lips pursed, regarding me with somber eyes. “I am working with her because she is powerful and capable. I’m working with her because she understands that the strong should lead, instead of allowing soft men and women to hold the reins of power, leaving folk like us to carry out their dirty work. And she is not as unreasonable as you—we have even discussed the possibility of Ailia’s release. A concession and measure of good will.”

Ailia’s release.

The thought hit my heart like a hammer blow, bruising my already battered soul. Could Jack really convince the Morrigan to give her back? To let Ailia go after all this time? I’d spent years trying to find a way to undo what the Morrigan had done, scouring old tomes for powerful exorcism rituals. Tracking down rogue priests and other dusty principalities, only to come up empty-handed. What would I give for Jack to be right?

The world?

Yeah, maybe. 

But then Ferraro grunted and shifted her weight, drawing my lone eye back to her, bound and captive on the ground, hair twined about Jack’s fist. Her face, though marked by violence, seemed to plead with me, to remind me of why I was doing this, what was at stake. 

Maybe I’d let the world burn for Ailia, but could I let Ferraro burn, too? 

No. 

That, I wasn’t willing to do. 

And even if I gave up, gave in, and somehow got Ailia back, could she live with the price I’d paid to save her? I didn’t think so. 

Shit, maybe Jack had good intentions—the things he said did make a certain sense to me, they were even thoughts I’d entertained a time or two—but I could never be on board with the shit he’d done. Killing bad guys was one thing. Killing a bunch of innocent people for some nebulous “greater good” was another entirely.

I raised a hand, palm out. “Enough, Jack,” I said, the anger raging in me, making it next to impossible to think. “I’m done listening to you. I trusted you, believed in you, and you shot me in the back, so I’m done with you. Done. Say one more word and our deal’s off—I’ll embrace the power of this crook”—my hand clenched down on the wooden shaft until it groaned under the pressure—“then I’ll do my damnedest to murder you and every one of your flunkies. So just shut your shit-spewing mouth.”

Disappointment seemed to dash across his face, then he dipped his head in resignation. 

I turned my attention on the Prophet. On Ferraro. I was gonna save her and I’d do it without betraying the last sliver of decency I had left in me.

“Let’s get this over with already, huh?”

“Fine by me,” the Prophet replied, folding his thick arms. “Though for what it’s worth, I’m glad you didn’t switch sides—I’m looking forward to killing you. Now, here’s how this is going to happen. Elder Engelbrecht will bring you the girl, you’ll give him the crook. Once the exchange is complete, I’ll graciously give you a five-minute window to get on your cruiser, there”—he nodded at the bike—“and go. If I see you after that five minutes, I will execute you, eat the heart from your chest, reclaim Ferraro, and hand her over to the tender mercies of Fast Hands Steve.”

I nodded my agreement to his terms. “For what it’s worth,” I replied, dropping my hand to the butt of my pistol, a not-so-subtle threat, “even if I had switched sides, I still would’ve caved your head in with a rock and pitched your body into a vat of acid. On principle.”

He bobbed his head, a fencer acknowledging a touch. “Elder Engelbrecht”—the Prophet jerked his head toward the no-goodnik traitor—“please retrieve my crook.” 

Without comment, Black Jack bent over, picked Ferraro up, and casually tossed her over his shoulder like a sack of concrete. He didn’t struggle under her weight as he strode toward me, confidence marking his steps.

Black Jack was only a few feet out when a host of bulky stone statues exploded onto the pathway: A whirlwind of movement, accompanied by the heavy clomp of mammoth feet against the walkways, as monstrous figurines of concrete and stone swarmed our position like killer bees attacking intruders too close to the hive. A trio of creatures—a female Naga, a massive earthen toad, and a thick muscled demon with a mouth full of wicked fangs—collided with the Brown-Robe posse behind the Prophet, unleashing absolute savagery.

In the same instant, another creature—the enormous body of a man sporting a loincloth, but with the broad head of an elephant—charged in from the dense brush, barreling into a very confused looking Black Jack. Huge fists like a pair of meaty hams lashed out, swatting both the treacherous Elder and Ferraro into the air like pop flies, their bodies tumbling end over end. 

I watched for a moment, completely slack-jawed. 

What in the hell was going on here? What were these things? Guardians of some sort if I had to guess. If so, they must’ve belonged to Ong. 

Those thoughts were fleeting things, though, notions I didn’t have time to dwell on, what with the weapon-wielding Naga woman rushing at me. She moved like an incoming freight train, huge tail pumping, weapons spinning, her lips pulled back in a ferocious snarl. 




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-TWO:
 

Paperwork Power
 

 
 

 The stone woman cannonballing toward me unleashed a circular chakram—a razor sharp-discus, twin to the metal Frisbee Xena the Warrior Princess was so fond of—which sailed my way, slicing the air with a soft whistle.

 I breathed out, clearing my mind, dispelling fear and worry, and moved on instinct, opening myself to the Vis, reaching into the deep ocean of power thrumming in the air of this strange shrine—unused energy just waiting to be exploited. I purposely avoided drawing on the Nox, though; couldn’t afford to touch the shit, no matter how much I needed the help. Not with Azazel’s prison so weak. Still, even without the Nox, time came to a herky-jerky crawl as power flooded into me like a crashing tsunami, sharpening every sense, filling my limbs with power and strength. 

Everything lurched, slowing to half-speed, then to quarter-speed: 

Explosions of power ripped at the night as the Brown-Robes unleashed a torrent of power at the incoming masonry. 

A torrent of flame flashed through the dark … 

A colossal rumble followed as another mage hurled a ragged chunk of stone the size of a wheelbarrow at the stone toad, broadsiding the creature, sending it skittering through a flower garden, chips of stone flying from the impact …

More flashes followed: 

Blooms of orange, red, and gold flame, washing the scene with fiery power …

Misty walls of green acid, dissolving stone arms. Melting through carved weapons …

Tendrils of silver power ensnaring the stone guardians, snapping off earthen limbs. Thunderous cracks reverberated through the garden like gunshots …


Ferraro sailed through the air, bound, helpless, and on a flight trajectory that would likely leave her with a broken neck …

And the whole while, the deadly chakram careened toward me, eager, hungry to part my head from my shoulders. The Naga lunged, still crawling through molasses, her curved sword whipping out, ready to spill my guts onto the jungle floor.

I breathed in, and out, centering myself, preparing. 

I could do this, dammit. I needed to do this, and if I got it wrong, even a little, everything would come apart at the seams.

On instinct, on the level of subconscious thought, my left hand crept forward, palm up, a shimmering bank of reddish fog exploding in front of me, swelling and spreading from the ground, stretching and crawling upward, forming a hazy wall higher than my head. In the same instant, I twirled, thrusting out the crook. The staff of Winter quivered beneath my palm, vibrating with a feral hunger as I channeled power through the reedy shaft. A tight globe of emerald light exploded from the end, speeding toward Ferraro—still flying, falling, careening toward the ground.

Then, before I could watch the fruit of my labors, I crouched low and hurled myself to one side, arms extended.

Time snapped back into full speed all at once, my constructs rippling into life almost as one. The chakram, less than a foot away from me, plowed into the reddish mist—a quick-and-dirty friction shield—all of the weapon’s momentum suddenly converted into intense heat turned back against the disk, dissolving the circular blade into a spray of harmless, slow-moving dust. I couldn’t see Ferraro, but I could feel my second construct—a shimmering dome of shifting greens—snap in place around her.

The hasty working enveloped her in an elastic sphere of densely packed air. Hopefully it’d cushion her tumble enough to keep her from breaking anything important. Like her neck or back or skull. 

Even with the chakram gone, however, I still had a curved scimitar sweeping toward my stomach. But I was already in motion, curling into a dive that carried me just inches below the slashing blade. I tucked into a tight ball, drawing in my feet, hoping the stone Naga wouldn’t clip my ankle and chop off one of my friggin’ feet—I’d already lost more than my fair share of body parts. My arms slapped against spongy greenery—some thorn-covered shrub stabbed at my hands and face—as I rolled through a wild garden and got to my feet, spinning to face the statue.

The Naga woman barreled into my friction shield, the mist eating at her blade and her lanky arms. All eight of ’em. She hardly noticed, though, twirling with an impossibly fluid grace and speed, turning on a dime and lunging at me, a barbed trident jabbing out while a battle-axe slashed toward my noggin, intent on cleaving me clean in two—

I dropped back a step, spinning the crook as I moved, smacking the trident off course with a clumsy strike, then swinging it upward, narrowly catching the furious axe-blow along the length of the shaft.

The crook, a thin and fragile thing, didn’t look capable of withstanding such a brutal assault, but despite its appearance it was no mere object of wood. The crook was imbued with ancient fae power, made far more resilient than rock or stone. With a snarl on my lips, I sent Vis coursing through the weapon: the temperature plummeted, biting cold worked into the axe head, and ice chips formed on the stone weapon. A gentle surge of will followed and the blade exploded, stone made brittle in the intense chill. 

Then, while the Naga woman stupidly regarded the jagged stump of her axe, I spun the crook in a wide arc, thrusting the curved head forward, pumping a flood of raw, unformed energy through the handle, allowing that power to be shaped by the near-sentience of the staff. 

A tight ball of blue, like a knot of frozen lake ice, punched into the Naga’s stomach—or whatever might’ve passed for a stomach—like a missile. The orb of power passed through its rocky exterior like a hot knife through butter, followed by a whomp. Veins of blue rippled beneath the creature’s stone skin; whatever power held it together faltered, flickered, died. She probed the wound in its center with one stone hand, a look of dumb confusion on its face. Confusion gave way to puzzlement before finally turning to shock as the creature disintegrated, falling apart to hunks of freezing stone.

Poof. A pile of dust and debris you could suck up with a shop vac.

I glanced at the crook, reminding myself of its absolute badassery, then imagined exactly how much damage the Prophet would be capable of with the weapon in his already formidable hands. That was grade-A nightmare fuel, there. 

The thought was immediately interrupted as the Prophet stepped out from behind a world-class veil and sucker punched me right in the gut. Right in the friggin’ gut.

A jackhammer blow I could feel in my balls. With a wheeze I doubled over, air rushing from my lungs, leaving me gasping for breath, lips smacking as I fruitlessly worked to suck in oxygen. Dammit, that guy hit hard. The Prophet offered me a malicious grin, enjoying my sudden pain, then reached over and pried the crook from my weakened fingers. His eyes burned a hungry, demonic violet as he regarded the staff. Then, he brought the crook swishing through the air, smashing the wood against my temple, spiking me into the ground like a volleyball.

“Whole again. Complete, meat-monkey.” He closed his eyes, a look of rapture sliding over his face as his skin changed, taking on a frosty blue hue, his beard lengthened into shaggy hoarfrost, and his nails grew into gleaming, black-tipped talons. “And now, your presence is no longer required.” When he opened his eyes again, the irises were ice chips and the normally white sclera was a sea of pale purple. 

“I don’t care what she wants,” he hissed, apparently arguing with himself. “I want him dead. Gone. Besides, imagine the power that we’ll have with him out of the way. With Azazel subjected to our rule.”

Then he nodded, as though coming to some internal consensus, and raised the crook. “Die,” he said, pulsing golden veins lancing up his forearms as he gathered writhing Nox and flows of frozen water in the crescent of the crook. He leveled the weapon, training it on my chest, and I knew I was dead. I couldn’t breathe, could hardly move, much less stop the deposed King of Winter, who also happened to be consorting with a fallen angel.

I sighed, gritting my teeth, curling into a ball. I’d given it my all and it hadn’t been enough—

Dizzying light flashed past my face, a wave of green, the color of lime Jell-O, streaking by, smacking directly into the Prophet. I blinked in surprise as the Prophet staggered back a step then two, the crook whipping around him in manic motion, before he finally dropped to a knee. The green wave of goop congealed, morphing into a soupy slime, further hardening into a shell of green concrete. 

What the hell?

I glanced right, absolutely stupefied to find Darlene—squat, plump, paper-pushing Darlene—step free from a masterful veil of her own. And yes, the awesomesauce irony was sweet as sugared honey. She’d upgraded her wardrobe a bit since I’d seen her last, exchanging her office-casual attire for tactical black BDUs and a black cloak draped across her shoulders, trailing down her back. On her, the ensemble should’ve looked goofy as hell. Instead she looked like a major-league hard charger even though I knew she was a cat lady who probably sold Mary Kay products in her off time. 

Then, before saying anything, she lifted a glove-clad hand, clutching a small bottle of military-grade pepper spray—the same bottle Ferraro had given her back in at Wat Naga Thong. “It sure is good to see you again,” she said, offering the Prophet a fierce smile. “When you see your friend Jack, kindly tell him you got your rear end kicked by a paper pusher.” She pressed down the actuator and unleashed a stream of clear liquid directly into the Prophet’s stupid, magnificently bearded face. 

The Prophet let out a bellowing roar as the OC spray splashed across his skin and gnawed at his eyes. I’ve been sprayed with that shit more than once, and it sucks. It’s like getting your eyeballs tattooed or maybe having your face flayed with a dull knife while your lungs are scraped away by a belt sander. You can’t breathe or see or think, and any exposed flesh swells and distorts; it feels like drowning and burning all at once. 

It’s genuinely awful. Horrendous.

Not that I felt bad for the Prophet. No one deserved it more than him. If I could, I’d force that bearded bro-hole to bathe in a vat of OC every day, three times a day, for the rest of his unnaturally long life.

The Prophet fought, thrashed, and howled, impotent to break free from the strange green insta-dry prison Darlene had laid on him. And though I had no doubt he’d be able to touch the Vis and even the Nox, pain has a funny way of keeping you from thinking clearly. Especially the blinding, skin-flaying, eye-tattooing level of pain he was currently enduring. Damn hard to be calm and levelheaded in the midst of that kind of experience, and even more so if you weren’t prepared for it.

Darlene took one long hard look at the man, who was screaming and cursing—swearing unending death and torment—gave him a cool sniff, then lobbed another blob of green goop, which splattered against his face, tendrils of the stuff wrapping around his mouth like some amorphous green squid, gagging the asshole, cutting off his colorful threats. 

“That’s quite enough out of you,” she mumbled. Then, before I could do anything—like laugh my jolly old ass off—Darlene was at my side, extending me a hand, which I gladly clasped. With a grunt and an awkward shuffle, she hauled me to my feet and pulled me into a huge mama-bear hug, her arms slipping beneath mine, encircling my chest and squeezing tight. “I’m so glad to see you,” she said, speaking the words into my chest. 

Instead of pulling away from the overt display of uncalled for gushiness, I slipped my arms around her and returned the hug, though only briefly. “I’m glad to see you too,” I whispered before pulling away and fighting my way free of her arms. “How in the hell did you get here?” I asked. “There’s no entry point from the Hub, not anywhere near here—closest one’s an hour south.”

“I know”—she gave me a smug grin, then tapped a finger to her head—“which is why I did a little research before coming. There’s no entry point from the Hub, but there is an exit from the Chamber of Doors, though it was one heck of a slog to get here. Thankfully, I didn’t have to make the trip alone.” She gestured behind me.

I glanced back and watched, awestruck, as a handful of men and women in matching tactical BDUs with thick cloaks trailing behind them emerged from thin air, rushing off to join the fray. Judges. Holy shit, she’d done it. She’d somehow managed to infiltrate Moorchester and liberate some friggin’ help. 

Another Judge materialized from the air, slicing through from another reality, but this one had a mass of silver hair trailing all the way down her back. She turned as though sensing my gaze, and her bright green eyes lingered on me for a spell before she wheeled around and headed for the battle proper. 

Holy shit. The arch-mage in the flesh. Whoever would’ve thought I’d be fighting against Black Jack Engelbrecht with the arch-mage at my six? The world is so friggin’ wonky sometimes.

“You rock harder than actual rocks,” I said to Darlene, who immediately blushed, then slapped at my shoulder. 

“I bet you say that to all the exceptionally beautiful woman who rescue you from certain death.”

“No,” I said, with a shake of my head, “just you. Now, as much as I’d love to get hammered drunk and perform an Irish victory jig in celebration, this fight isn’t over, and I got shit to do. I need to find Ferraro, and I need to find the axis mundi leading to the Ong’s personal hangout. Can you and your pals hold this lot off?” I asked, hooking a thumb toward the brown-robed goons.

“Gosh, we’ll do our darndest,” she replied.

“Awesome,” I said, wheeling around, searching for Ferraro. “Then I’ll see you on the other side.”




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-THREE:
 

Big Guns
 

 
 

Ferraro lay fifteen feet away, bound on the ground, awake, alert, mostly uninjured, wrestling at her restraints. Her arms pumped, shoulders fruitlessly working to free themselves from the gobs and gobs of silver tape. I broke into an uneven stride, jumping over a shrub and back onto the paved pathway, staying in a low, wary crouch as I moved. Didn’t want to tangle with any more of those damn concrete guardians if I didn’t have to—wanted to conserve my strength for Ong, who sure as shit wasn’t gonna be some low-level pushover.

I pulled my razor-edged K-Bar as I drew up to Ferraro, dropping to a knee and instantly going to town on her restraints. The knife, gleaming silver in brilliant starlight, massacred the duct tape, parting the strips of gray in a few clean slashes. “You okay?” I asked, moving from her hands to her feet while she carefully peeled away the tape covering her mouth. 

“Fine,” she said the second she could speak. “Well, not fine, but alive. And I need a gun. Please tell me you have an extra gun?”

“Yeah, here.” I slipped the Baby Glock from the holster at my back and passed her the petite pistol. “Not much, but it’s better than nothing.” 

She took the piece with a grateful nod, canting the pistol to the side and dragging back the slide, performing a quick press-check, ensuring there was a round in the chamber. “Won’t be long before those magi start making problems for us,” she said. “So we’d better get moving. Where’s Ong?” 

 “Not here,” I replied curtly, surveying the shrine-turned-war-zone. “There’s a portal around here somewhere, and we need to find it before the bad guys manage to beat back this ambush.” 

“This place is huge,” she replied. “Where do we start?”

 “Follow me.” I stowed my K-Bar, turned, and hoofed it toward my bike still idling ten feet away, casting a wide swath of light over the garden. “If I can get close enough to the axis mundi, I’ll feel the weak spot.” I slipped onto the bike, then scooted back. “So we just need to cruise around until I can get a bead on the thing. You know how to drive one of these?” I patted the seat purring beneath me.

 “That,” she replied, straight-faced, though with a ghost of smile tracing her lips, “I can do.” She slid on in front of me, grinding up into me in a way that immediately got me thinking about what kinda crazy victory celebration we’d have when this whole shitstorm finally blew over. Then, because I couldn’t afford any sexy distractions, I conjured a picture of Black Jack in a two-piece, which killed my libido outright. 

“Hang on tight,” she said, slipping the Glock into her waistband, then cranking the accelerator, rocketing the cruiser forward with a growl. 

I slipped my left arm around her waist while simultaneously preparing the weaves for a flame lance in my right hand— 

 An explosion flashed like a bomb blast, a wave of hot air washing over us, and a moment later a hulking Buddha statue stumbled directly into our path, his arms absent, half his face missing, huge chunks of stone torso gone. 

 “Hold on,” she yelled, shifting the clutch and banking hard right, squealing from the path and through a patch of grass. 

The fat rear tire spit up a wash of dirt, and we narrowly avoided the lumbering statue before connecting with another path, which zigged and zagged, meandering away from the center of the pitched battle raging behind us. I glanced back over my shoulder and caught sight of the Brown-Robes duking it out against both the stone guardians and Darlene’s squad of Judges. Unfortunately, the Brown-Robes were doing pretty damn good, despite the forces arrayed against them.

 We had a few minutes, tops, before they’d be on our heels. 

The sounds of combat continued to pursue us as Ferraro drove, flying along narrow walkways, maneuvering the cruiser to avoid lurching statues dashing through the park. Eventually, though, those noises became distant things, muffled by the leafy vegetation of the jungle surrounding us.

 We cruised aimlessly for a handful of minutes, following one path, then another, chosen mostly at random—hoping a little of Fortuna’s good luck would miraculously rub off on me and guide us to where we needed to be. Not my best plan, admittedly, but certainly not my worst either. 

 The ride was strange, surreal. 

Less than a day ago, I’d been strapped down to a table in Haiti while some psycho uber-zombie scooped one of my eyes out with a friggin’ melon baller. And now I was riding bitch while Ferraro took us on an impromptu sightseeing tour through a Thai sculpture park filled with stone monsters. Sometimes life is so unpredictable, the only thing you can do is enjoy the ride. And, surprisingly, the bizarre experience was actually enjoyable, in a weird the-world-might-end-any-minute sort of way. 

 Then—because all nice things are only brief interludes between the potent dysentery typhoon of my life—the spell broke, shattering as I spotted what had to be the portal: 

A massive circular monument, forty or fifty feet across, with a stone wall maybe five feet high running around the structure. Inside the monument was a giant Buddha head with a host of arms protruding from its neck in every direction—intricately carved lotus flowers adorned each of the open palms. Arrayed around the massive Buddha head was an assortment of sculptures—these, thankfully, immobile—each depicting a man and woman as they passed through the various stages of life: 

A pair of concrete babies, smiling and fat-cheeked, swaddled in gigantic stone cradles.

Two youngsters, a boy and a girl, running hand in hand, carefree and unburdened in their youth. Unworried about adulthood looming just around the next bend. 

Then, a middle-aged couple cuddling a stone baby of their own, the youngster sandwiched between them. Their carefully carved faces looked tired but content: a couple struggling to make a home for themselves, but happy in their work.

An elderly couple came next. The pair ancient and wrinkled, shuffling along, supported by stone canes, their gazes distant—maybe searching for the family they’d raised so long ago. 

Finally, a duo of grinning skeletons sat on a park bench, side by side, their bony fingers entwined as they held hands even in death. 

The Circle of Life. A fitting portal entrance for a death god.

Although the interior of the monument was walled off, there was a single opening in the wall: a huge concrete tunnel, its entryway fashioned to resemble a monstrous mouth with crushing teeth, the tunnel itself a massive gullet leading inward. Even from sixty feet out, I knew that morbid tunnel was the axis mundi, the thin spot connecting to Bhogavati, the city of the Nagas. I could feel it in my soul. 

Unfortunately, the entrance was guarded. 

I sighed. 

Flanking the huge mouth-tunnel were a score of monkey-faced guardians; squat creatures, eight feet tall, hunkered down on their haunches, cold concrete eyes staring at me and Ferraro, hostility radiating off ’em in waves. They shifted and swayed on simian appendages, occasionally sniffing at the air, but they didn’t charge us outright—probably had some sort of instructions not to leave their post. I had no doubt, though, that they’d engage if we edged too close. Every line of their bodies spoke of attack dogs, barely restrained.

“That’s where we’re going, isn’t it?” Ferraro asked, bringing the bike to a rumbling stop, turning her body to look at me. 

“What gave it away?” I asked.

“Gee.” She pressed her lips into a thin line. “I wonder.”

“Don’t worry,” I replied. “I’ve got a surprise for these shitheels. Just give me a second.” I craned around, digging into one of my saddlebags, liberating the present I’d snagged from Lady Fate’s personal armory. I’d been hoping to save this bad boy for Ong, but if I didn’t get through that damned portal, I’d never have a chance to use it anyway.

The weapon—a sleek, modern, ultra-high-tech piece of absolute mayhem—looked surprisingly similar to an M4, save it had a fat, short barrel and was colored in shades of matte tan and dull black. Even at a glance, it was clear this piece of gear was related to the military assault rifle, but instead of your typical rifle bolt, it possessed a giant six-shot cylinder, big as a small drum, right where the magazine should’ve been. 

But it didn’t fire bullets. 

Nope. The Mk14 Mod-0 MGL was a handheld, semi-automatic, six-shot grenade launcher for those times when superior firepower was an absolute must. She could fire six 40mm high-explosive rounds in less than three seconds. Maybe these concrete assholes were resilient against Vis-conjured constructs, but I was bettin’ they wouldn’t stand up so well against the awesomely terrifying power of the Mk14. 

“Che figata,” Ferraro uttered, eyes wide, voice low as she regarded the sleek death-machine. “Is that what I think it is?”

“I only come with the best,” I replied, affectionately running one hand over the monster revolver cylinder. 

“Where’d you get it?” she asked, tentatively reaching toward the weapon, fingers outstretched. I smiled a little wider. I love a girl who can appreciate the finer things in life. 

“Little gift from the Boss Lady. You ready to see it in action?” 

She nodded, bobbing her head up and down, eagerness gleaming in her eyes. “What do you want me to do?”

“Keep it simple, stupid,” I said as much for my sake as hers. “That giant, gaping mouth right there is the axis mundi, and it’ll lead us to Ong. So I want to you gun it, and make for that tunnel—drive straight at it. I’ll do the rest. Cool?”

She pursed her lips, then rubbed at one temple before finally sighing. “Either you’re getting better as a tactician or I’m getting worse, because I like this plan. Let’s bring the fire,” she said, turning around, readjusting her grip on the handlebars. “Just let me know when you’re ready.” 

I brought the buttstock firmly into my shoulder, then carefully adjusted my position so my line of fire was clear and unobstructed. “Do it.” 

She cranked the accelerator and the bike jumped forward, quickly eating up ground as we closed on the tunnel and the portal to Bhogavati. 

It only took a handful of seconds for the stone monkey-men to spring into action, a horde of snarling statues suddenly charging our position, running on all fours with the rolling gait of gorillas. I squeezed the trigger, and a dull thump broke the air followed by the roar of an explosion. A billowing ball of light and heat split the dark. Chunks of concrete blasted outward in a rain of dust and stone debris as the H.E. rounds turned a creature into rubble.

When the dust cleared one of the guardians was gone, obliterated, only heaps of jagged stone remaining. A second was critically wounded—one leg missing below the knee, the other leg gone at the hip. 

Nice.

I sighted in on a cluster of encroaching targets and squeezed the trigger, thump, thump, thump, thump, the weapon kicking back against my shoulder. Four more rounds blasted the mass of incoming stone bodies, ripping through them like garden shears through leafy hedges. Explosions coated the air with flame and heat and stone body parts. 

We were close now, Ferraro and I, just ten feet out from the portal entryway, and I could feel the strangeness of the place beating against my senses, pressing down on my mind. Though the Mk14 had far outperformed even my wildest expectations, one stone monkey-man remained, and this one stood firmly in our path, barring the way with his broad body. Thankfully, I had one round left. I leveled the barrel, squeezed the trigger, and watched as the final obstacle went up in a spray of shrapnel. 

“Hold on!” Ferraro yelled, zipping through the dusty cloud loitering before us. Chips of stone bit at my face as we careened into the yawning stone mouth. 

I couldn’t see, not a damned thing, not with all the flying debris obscuring my good eye, but I felt a wash of power run over my skin, time stretching and distorting, all at once, and I knew we’d made it through. Past the magi, past the guardians, and into the home of Ong, the Naga King. 




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-FOUR:
 

Speed Bumps
 

 
 

We lurched through the portal, transported in an eyeblink from the Thai statue garden into what I assumed was Bhogavati. The bike dropped several feet upon entrance, fat wheels hitting loose dirt and gravel, then skittering, bobbing, slipping away from us. I’d sorta assumed this side of the portal would be a continuation of the tunnel on the other side, so I wasn’t prepared for the drop or the abrupt change in terrain. My jaw snapped shut from the jarring impact, teeth clamping down on the tip of my tongue, which hurt a helluva lot more than you’d probably think. 

I mean sure, biting your tongue isn’t like getting shot in the guts or having an eye carved out, but it still sucks.

Worse, the impact popped the buttstock of my newly acquired grenade launcher from my shoulder. Before I could do anything, the gun bounced from my grip, flying off and clattering to the ground just as the rear wheel of the cruiser fishtailed, sliding left and bucking me right. I was already precariously perched, so I did what I could and instinctively groped at Ferraro’s waist, throwing my arms around her to keep my seat, but it was no use. She fought to correct our course, but we were going too fast, and now we were maneuvering over uneven terrain. 

She swore and hit the front brake, which promptly locked up—

The locked brake combined with my sudden, shifting weight and the loose scree under the wheels was a recipe for disaster. One of the crash-and-burn-horribly variety.

The front wheel jackknifed as Ferraro tried to readjust, and the bike leaned drunkenly right for a long pause before smashing down, tossing me into the air for a moment before I hit dirt and skipped along—turning, rolling, floundering—like an uneven stone over the surface of a pond. My face slapped against moist ground, my head bounced off small stones, and dirt bit into my sweaty skin and coated my lips with its pungent taste. There was no asphalt, so my jeans, coat, and flak jacket did a commendable job of keeping my skin attached to my body, which was a small mercy. 

I ended up sprawled on my back, body achy, head pounding, vision blurry, the world spinning. Wasn’t sure where the bike had gone, or how Ferraro had managed, but for the moment I didn’t have the strength or will to get up and dust off, even though I knew I needed to be moving. So instead, I lay there, breathing heavily, mentally examining my body—cataloging my bits and pieces to make sure everything was present and accounted for—as my vision adjusted to the gloom. The statue garden had been dark, true, but the moon and stars had done an admirable job of lending me light.

This place was also night-dark, but without the benefit of diamond light looming above, illuminating the ground below. Instead a huge moon, purple and spoiled—an overripe plum hanging in a starless sky—offered only a feeble glow. Still, I could tell we were in a forest. One that I recognized almost instantly, even though I’d never actually been here before. This was the same forest—or one nearly identical—as the prehistoric paradise the abbot had shown us during his brief history lesson on Ong. 

A wide path, the size of a highway, cut straight through the lush vegetation peppering the landscape, leading straight as an arrow for a massive tree rising high above the rest of the forest line. A Bodhi tree. Probably the same tree the Buddha had taken shelter under all those years ago. And rising up behind the tree, shooting even higher into the air than the elegant and ancient tree, was a temple. 

A giant pyramid.

And atop the stone pyramid lurked a statue that could’ve been twin to the one I’d seen in the statue park. A huge stone Buddha resting within the coils of a monstrous slumbering snake. Except the snake lurking atop the monument didn’t look like stone or concrete. Its scales—polished onyx, blood-red ruby, shimmering gold and copper—gleamed under the light of the purple moon. 

Within a few heartbeats a cloud of black began to boil from the towering temple, pouring out like dense smoke from cavernous holes scattered throughout the different levels of the pyramid, streaking into the air. I wasn’t sure what I was looking at precisely—the combination of poor lighting and distance made it impossible to be sure—but it reminded me of a swarm of wasps mobilizing after someone had unwisely kicked their hive. I should’ve done something then, jumped into action, called up a whirlwind of power—pretty much anything, really—but I just lay there like a moron. 

Lay there and stared at the swarm with my mouth hanging open. 

Yep, I didn’t know what that was, but I was reasonably sure it was going to be worse than getting kicked in the teeth by an enraged rodeo bull.

A skull-shattering, blood-boiling inhuman shriek rent the air and clawed at my ears, instantly drawing my eyes away from the temple and toward the sky directly overhead. I caught a flutter of massive wings and a flash of talons as something giant hurtled toward me, descending like a hunting falcon on a wary field mouse. 

Oh my God. The hell is that thing?

I rolled left as it crashed into the earth, talons raking at the patch of grass and dirt I’d occupied a moment before, while its huge, tearing beak lashed out. I unleashed raw, unformed will directly into the underside of the creature’s maw, a massive uppercut of force that slammed the creature into the air, causing it to momentarily take flight. Great rushes of air beat against my face and plastered my clothes to my body. That asshole monster generated the downdraft of a small helicopter. 

I didn’t give it a chance to regain its bearings, though. I thrust both hands out, unleashing a swirling cloud of silver fog, stretching and curling outward, tendrils of power looping around the creature’s muscled legs and its talon-tipped feet, then wrapping around its wings like snares. The fog was a force construct, usually reserved for flipping shit over or ripping things apart, but this time I simply used it to bind the creature. Restraining it, pulling it earthward. Unable to pump its feathered wings, the weird whatever-the-hell-it-was lost altitude, tottering for a long beat before hitting the ground with a meaty thwack. 

It lay there, thrashing against the metaphysical bonds of energy constraining it, its huge beak tearing uselessly at the silver mist, its great wings pushing and straining for freedom. I wouldn’t be able to hold it for much longer, too damned powerful for that. Now that it was more or less still and not trying to disembowel me, however, I finally got my first real look at the thing.

Its body was thick and heavy with muscle, built using the African lion as a template, though its proportions were far larger than any lion that’d ever strutted its stuff across the Serengeti plains. Brown eagle wings, with a span easily thirty feet across, jutted from beef-slab shoulder blades. Nestled in between those wings was a gigantic shaggy head, flat and hominid, save for the razor-sharp beak where the mouth should’ve been. I’d seen griffins before, and this could’ve passed muster as a close relative, but the build and proportions were all wrong, not to mention that ass-ugly face. 

If I had my mythology right, this firecracker-of-murder could only be one of the Garuda—a fabled race of creatures that’d vanished from the Outworld well before I kicked my way into the world as a squealing newborn. Legend held, they were natural enemies to the Naga, so I had to wonder what in the world this thing was doing here. Even stranger still, I could feel Nox in this creature’s system, pumping through it like lifeblood, strings of power pulsing in every limb, every feather. 

After my time down in Haiti, I was almost willing to say this thing was a friggin’ zombie, not unlike the undead minions Beauvoir had employed. 

But that couldn’t be. Couldn’t. 

Most creatures of Outworld were far too powerful to reanimate in such a way, not to mention they were mostly beings of spirit, not flesh, and flesh was an intrinsic part in the whole zombie-making process. Right? Zombies were basically undead meat suits, and most powerhouse beings from Outworld didn’t leave behind corpses, assuming they could be truly killed at all. I suppose, though, if anyone was gonna have an army of undead nightmares doing their bidding, it was sure to be Ong, the master of death. 

And what better minions to enslave than former enemies, like the Garuda? 

Shit, that was the very same thing Beauvoir had tried to do to me. Could be, Ong and Beauvoir were operating out of the same friggin’ playbook. 

More screeches echoed around me. 

I glanced up and saw a whirlwind of the creatures now swooping and soaring high overhead, hundreds of ’em, while even more poured from the temple. An army of nightmare birds. An unstoppable force of mythical monsters who were supposed to be extinct, or so close it made no difference. Then—because it seemed like the entire universe hated me and was actively out to murder me—the ground began to tremble and shake. 

Quivers of frantic motion ran up my legs and vibrated in my teeth. 

“Who enters my domain unbidden?” boomed a terrible voice, the sound shaking the leaves on nearby trees. “Who dares to face me here, in the seat of my power?” That voice was thunder, an earthquake, an avalanche, and a hurricane all rolled into one. It was the sound of a force of nature given life and dark purpose. Since Ong was literally death made manifest, I’d say he qualified as an act of God.

The Naga King reared up, uncoiling his sinuous frame and stretching out his formidable set of heads, plural, which was exactly the moment I wanted to crawl into some deep, dank hole and call it quits on life. 

His trunk was as thick as a coal train and just as long. Each of his seven necks were as large as California Redwoods, and each of those necks held a head the size of a VW Beetle, dotted with enormous eyes that burned with purple fire. Even though I’d seen a glimpse of this creature during the abbot’s fancy-pants slideshow, the reality was something far more impressive. Not to mention, utterly, mind-blowingly terrifying. 

What in the hell did Lady Fate expect me to do against a monster like that? 

Seriously, how could I fight that? How could anyone? 

The damn thing was a hundred feet tall, at least. 

I couldn’t even dream about getting close enough to do that colossal asshat any serious damage. Its scales were probably tough as old tires and just as thick, so the only possible points of vulnerability were its eyes or mouth. Sensitive places not protected by its scaly armor. So without access to a high-powered .50 caliber sniper rifle with armor piercing rounds, I’d never get close enough to poke that scaly bastard in one of his vulnerable eyes. 

Not unless I got him to slither around on his belly or … 

The thought trailed off as I eyed my winged friend, captive and bucking frantically against the silver force pinning him to the earth. Sure Ong was a tall drink of water, but if I had wings, what would that matter? And if this winged fleabag really was a zombie, even a souped-up one, then maybe I could hot-wire it and take it for a spin?

No, that was dumb. No way would it work. 

Ong let out a roar, the sound of a nuclear blast funneled into my ears through a pair of bullhorns, and I shrugged.

What the hell else was I gonna do? 

At least this was a plan, and it cost me nothing to try … Well, that wasn’t exactly true, since I’d have to actively call on Azazel, which I wasn’t so keen on doing since his prison was basically made of toothpicks and chewing gum at this point, but deep down I’d known it would come to this eventually. After all, I needed an edge, and against a demon-possessed Snake King, what better edge was there than a demon like Azazel? So I cleared my mind and embraced the Nox, drawing that deadly power into myself, feeling its oily presence hit my stomach like a shot of bad hooch, and not caring. 

Liking it even. 

Then, before I could stop myself from thinking through all of the myriad of possible consequences, I edged forward and placed an outstretched hand on the back of the beastie still bucking and slavering on the ground. 

After my time in Haiti and my showdown with Beauvoir, I knew exactly what to look for, so it took less than a handful of seconds to locate the node of dark energy animating this creature. It was a zombie, one far more complex than Beauvoir’s pets, but it operated along the same general principles. I knew I could cut off Ong’s flow of power to this particular creature, sending it back to the grave in an instant, but instead of doing that, I slipped into its mind by adding my own subtle flows of Nox to the mix. 

The snarling doom-beast immediately fell still, its blank, dead eyes locked on me with adoration and absolute obedience. An awareness of its presence blossomed in the back of my head—not the presence of a living, thinking creature exactly, but more like stumbling across some new limb. An extra arm or leg, which had suddenly been grafted in. Carefully I dismissed the silver force fog, its groping tendrils dissipating, then disappearing completely.

The beast calmly gained its feet, giving its great shaggy head a shake, stretching out its massive feathered wings, then lowering its bulky head to the ground. I am yours to command. 

With only a little hesitation, I moved around to its side, tracing my fingers over the thick fur covering its neck and upper body, then hoisted myself onto its back, sitting forward of the wings, straddling the base of its beefy neck. I grabbed a fistful of hair in both hands and willed the creature into an odd loping trot, its head dipping and swaying as it moved.

I gotta say—aside from the swarm of monsters overhead, the unholy demonic snake ready to obliterate me, and the rogue mage assault squad looking to murder me—this was cool. Like supremely badass. I was riding a friggin’ griffin. Well, Garuda, but that’s just semantics, right? 

All that was left to do now was take this baby for a test-drive. 




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-FIVE:
 

Hell Ride
 

 
 

With a cluck of my tongue, I guided the beast toward the downed motorcycle, scanning the ground for Ferraro. She was nowhere to be seen. There was a crumpled swatch of jungle greenery smeared with bit of red, which suggested her likely landing spot after the crash, but she wasn’t there anymore. Splattered droplets of blood led from the crash site and deeper into the dense jungle growth beyond. She couldn’t have gotten far, though, not in the few scant minutes we’d been here, and not with any kind of serious injury.

A flash of movement near the tree line caught my eye. 

I let out a pent-up breath as Ferraro’s face, chalky and pale, appeared between a pair of squat palms. She had a nasty gash on her forehead, bleeding liberally, but other than that she seemed okay. I was also glad to see she had my grenade launcher cradled in her hands and the satchel of ammo from my saddlebag slung across her body. 

“Yancy?” she called, creeping forward, though not breaking from tree cover. “You good?”

 “As good as can be expected,” I shouted back.

 “What’s that thing you’re on?” she asked, eyeing the Garuda beneath me with supreme suspicion. 

 “This?” I patted the creature’s thick broad shoulder. “This guy’s our ri—”

The Garuda below me shrieked in surprise and surged forward with a mind of its own, lurching into a stumbling run, then launching itself into the air; its great wings thrusting, pummeling the air, lifting us up. I fell forward, arms encircling the creature’s neck in a shaky-handed death grip, doing my damnedest not to slip off and plummet to the ground below, which would’ve been awfully embarrassing. 

A bolt of angry red light, a sizzling glob of Vis, streaked past me as the ground dropped away, and another quickly followed in its wake. I glanced down as the Garuda banked hard left, circling away from the sudden assault, and caught sight of the Brown-Robes pouring in through the axis mundi, led by Black Jack and the Savage Prophet. The Prophet’s eyes were still red and swollen from the OC spray, probably would be for a good long while, which made me absurdly and inexplicably happy. 

The incoming assault squad immediately fell into a tactical defensive formation, while simultaneously opening fire on little ol’ me. 

I stole a peek toward the tree line, looking for Ferraro, but she was gone. Vanished back into the deep shadow of the jungle. 

Good.

I put her from mind as streaks of light and lances of flame flew at me. With a whisper of will, I tossed up a hasty defensive shield, a semi-translucent wall of blue, just in time to deflect several of the blasts, then willed the Garuda higher into the skies, out of their effective firing range. The bird-guardian heeded my command in an instant, great wings stretching back to give us more lift. It took us all of a few blinks before we leveled out, cruising along eighty or ninety feet above the ground, well out of the Brown-Robes’ reach. 

With a nasty grin, I snagged a frag grenade from one of the pouches on my vest and popped the pin, keeping my hand clamped down on the spoon as I ordered the Garuda to circle back around. Once we were positioned more or less overhead, I dropped the grenade, letting gravity take over and deliver a little death from above. Maybe the Brown-Robes couldn’t reach me, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t reach them. A five count later a rattling boom and a ball of fire billowed up from where the Brown Robes had been, followed by strings of muted cursing. 

I was watching the unfolding scene below so intently, I didn’t notice the second Garuda until it veered into the side of my mount, its broad, furry head bashing into us, knocking us hard left. My body swayed from the hit, hands scrambling to maintain their tenuous grip on my ride’s thick fur. For one long horrifying second, the scene of Ferraro and me careening through the portal only to be thrown from the bike flashed through my head. This was that all over again, only now if I toppled there’d be no getting back up. 

Not from a drop of ninety friggin’ feet.

But my mount responded to both my subconscious will and adrenaline-fueled fear, dipping one side of its body down, then jerking up hard, halting my slide, affording me the chance to readjust my grasp. I’d barely scrambled back in place when yet another bird-beast dove toward us from above, its wings nearly flat against its body, its beak trained on us like a heat-seeker. With gritted teeth, I lifted one hand free, palm open, and blasted the Garuda with a gout of flame, setting its wings aflame. 

The bastard burned, its body going up like dry grass after a lightning strike. 

It shrieked and flailed, but fell straight toward us all the same, a meteor cannonballing from the sky—

My winged mount banked again, this time throwing its bulk into a blazing-fast corkscrew to the right, the force of the roll so powerful it sandwiched me flat against the creature’s neck. The experience was a bit unpleasant and nausea inducing, but way better than plummeting to my certain doom below. We came out of the daredevil maneuver, leveling out as the burning Garuda careened past us, missing us by inches, a trail of rank, oily smoke wafting up behind it. I absently patted my mount’s broad shoulder. 

Maybe some part of this thing’s fighting spirit was still hiding in there after all, working to keep me alive.

I glanced down, surveying the forest stretched out below, thinking I might try to lob another grenade down onto the asshole Brown-Robes, but was surprised to see Darlene’s squad of Judges had arrived in earnest. The black-clad Judges streamed through, unleashing brutal attacks against the Brown-Robes, who returned fire in kind: a flame lance here, the ground splitting asunder there, white hot beams of death carving through the foliage. It didn’t take long before the Brown-Robes were back on their heels, breaking up into smaller groups, scattering, retreating for tree cover.

In my periphery, I caught movement in a small clearing, so once more I clucked at my ride, pulling up on the dense fur under my hands. The motions were unnecessary, but I did them on reflex, and it wasn’t like the beast minded. The Garuda pushed out his formidable wings, angling to the left, catching an unfelt current of air, and suddenly we were spinning right. Flying toward the clearing—a sparse patch of earth, abundant with tall grasses and strange flowers, but devoid of trees. 

We glided over the small meadow, taking one lap then another, and it didn’t take me long to spot a rustle of movement below: Ferraro slinking along the edge of the clearing, the grenade launcher at the low ready. 

But she wasn’t alone.

A Brown-Robe slipped from the trees maybe twenty feet behind her, moving forward on silent feet, quiet as a bunny farting into the wind. Stalking Ferraro. Inching closer every minute. It was hard to tell from my elevation, but this Brown-Robe was awfully tiny, a petite thing, with narrow shoulders and a slim build. A woman. Not that it should’ve mattered—her gender didn’t change a friggin’ thing, she was an evil asshole just like the rest of ’em—but it did matter. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve killed my share of the fairer sex, but the act was always just a hair more difficult.

As the Brown-Robe padded ever closer to Ferraro, she raised her hands. The weaves for a devastating beam of sunfire—a white hot spear of absolute death—materialized in her palms, and that decided me. It was the Brown-Robe or Ferraro, I reminded myself, and that was no contest. Ferraro deserved to live, and if that meant some faceless McGoon—even a female one—had to die, so be it. I pulled my pistol, leveling the behemoth gun, then directed my Garuda into a treacherous dive.

The wind slapped against me as my mount dropped like a stone, plummeting in a move that put my belly in my throat, and my heart straight through the top of my skull. “Ferraro,” I shouted, summoning a simple construct of air and fire to amplify my voice, knowing the working would also give away my position and not caring. “Get down! Now!” 

I pulled my Garuda out of the dive as Ferraro spun, head swiveling up, seeing me before catching sight of the approaching Brown-Robe behind her. The sunfire lashed out cobra-strike fast, but Ferraro was already moving, throwing her weight right, not into a smooth dive, but rather into an awkward face-plant, belly-flop combo, which was hands down the least graceful maneuver I’d ever seen from her. Chalk it up to the motorcycle accident, I guess. 

The move belonged on a friggin’ blooper reel, but it did manage to do the trick: a death-ray of brilliant, blinding light carved through the space she’d been a moment ago, slicing through a copse of trees as cleanly as a buzz saw, setting the trees ablaze as they toppled over with the crack and snap of breaking branches. 

“Dammit, Yancy!” the Brown-Robe shrieked, swinging her hands toward me. 

For a moment I froze, gun leveled and ready, but my former resolve forgotten, my finger motionless on the trigger. I knew that voice. No mistaking it. Trisha Galindo. A member with the Fist of the Staff—one of my old teammates. She and I weren’t close, not in the way James and I were, but we’d run plenty of ops together. She’d saved my life more than once, and I’d returned the favor in kind. 

Even more importantly, though, we’d shared many a beer over a backyard barbeque and I wouldn’t have hesitated to call her a friend. In my head, I could see her smiling, laughing as she nursed a cool drink on the covered patio of her place in Scranton. Smoke billowing up from the grill, the juicy aroma of meat dancing in the air as I puffed on a cigarette and enjoyed a beer of my own. 

Knowing Black Jack was a treacherous douche-noodle was bad. Awful. 

Knowing James might’ve sold me out for whatever misplaced notion was worse. 

Knowing there were even more of my friends involved in this coup made me want to vomit. I didn’t want these dick-faces to remake the world in their image, but what was the price to stop them? How much bloodshed would be required, how many friends would I have to put down to finish the job?

I hesitated for a moment longer—that was my friend down there, for Pete’s sake—then saw the weaves for another beam of sunfire forming in her hands. 

I pulled the trigger, emptying the cylinder, pop-pop-pop-pop-pop-pop.

Even though the gun offered me enhanced abilities—better accuracy, damn near no recoil or muzzle flip, and the equivalent of a Vis-silencer—firing from thirty feet out from the back of a giant, flapping eagle monster isn’t like popping off a few rounds at the range. Most of my shots went wide: Puffs of dirt mushroomed up from the ground around her. The base of a wobbly palm tree behind her detonated like a bomb blast, a shower of wooden shrapnel exploding out as the palm toppled. 

One round, however, flew true and clipped her in the neck, just above her collarbone. There was a spray of gore as brown cloth ripped away to reveal a savage, ragged wound. The force of the hit spun Trisha in a full circle as she tumbled to the ground like a crumpled cigarette butt, her hood slipping off in the process. She stared up at me, her brown eyes wide in shock and fear, her tanned skin suddenly waxy and pale, her thin lips quivering, trembling, dotted with bloody phlegm. One hand uselessly clutched at her neck, trying to stop the bleeding, but she knew it was too late for that. 

The terror in her eyes said everything that needed saying. 

I was tempted to touch down, to throw myself from the back of the Garuda and go to her. To hold her hand as she bled out. As she died. She’d obviously made a lot of mistakes, but we were still friends, and she didn’t deserve to go alone. No one should have to die by themselves. 

But then another Brown-Robe emerged from the opposite side of the clearing, clawing a ginormous hunk of stone from the ground with a carload of Vis, then hurling the thing at me with bone-crushing force.

“Just go,” Ferraro hollered, taking aim at the shadowy mage and popping off several rounds from the launcher. “Get Ong. We’ll rendezvous at the pyramid.”

I nodded, pulling my beast into a sharp climb, dodging the stone by a hairsbreadth. “Be safe,” I shouted back to Ferraro, who was already slipping away, finding concealment and cover while she laid down suppressive fire. My eye lingered on Trisha Galindo’s motionless body. It was stained with blood. It’d been me or her. Her or Ferraro. Still, looking at her hurt my heart. She’d forced my hand, but that didn’t change what I’d done. 

No. I ripped my gaze away from her still form, refusing to look at her for another second. I couldn’t afford to think about her now, so instead I excised my feelings altogether, surgically removing them with an effort of will. Shoving them into a little box in the back of my head, locking them away for latter examination. Then, I fixed my sights on the monstrous snake-god coiled above the temple in the distance. Time to end this thing.




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-SIX:
 

Dogfight
 

 
 

 I soared over the treetops, staying as low as I could, dodging the occasional swooping Garuda or the towering tualang trees jutting from the canopy like gnarled fingers. And, miracle of miracles, I found surprisingly little resistance on my way toward Ong. With the Brown-Robes and Judges flinging around so much power, most of the flapping, undead guardians ignored me completely, focusing on the flashier threats below. 

Before I knew it, the jungle’s edge dropped away, cut back from both the mammoth Bodhi tree and the epic pyramid, which sat in a grassy clearing a couple thousand feet in diameter. From a distance, the temple had been damn intimidating: an ancient thing dominating the pristine jungle in every direction, drawing the eye like a rough gash across an otherwise beautiful face. Up close, it was even more intimidating. The stones were old and worn, crumbling in places, many carved with glyphs and pictures of Nagas doing all kinds of things: 

Terrible scenes of snakemen ripping the wings from fierce Garuda. Garuda, in turn, slashing open the bellies of prone Naga. 

Snakewomen having little snake babies, which looked capable of ingesting a full-grown man. Totally adorable, am I right? 

Also, lots and lots of pictures of the Naga King ruling his subjects. Watching over the Buddha. Sitting atop his towering temple. Waging war against countless horrors. 

And speaking of ol’ Ong, up close he was also a thousand times more terrifying. Like staring down a pack of T. rex with chainsaws in their stubby arms and head-mounted bazookas that fired great white sharks. At this point, however, there was nothing left to do but fly my disgruntled ass all the way up into the stratosphere and try to kick that shitstain right in the teeth. His giant, knife-blade teeth. My mount seemed reluctant to ascend further, though whether that was a genuine feeling, or just a subtle tremor picked up from me, I couldn’t say. 

When I urged him up, however, he went. No hesitation or trepidation in his movements.

My Garuda craned his head back, climbing up, up, up, threatening to toss me as we blasted past the crest of the temple—

I barrel rolled left, over and again, avoiding the snapping jaws of a car-sized cobra head patiently waiting for us atop the temple. Huge teeth snapped down, catching nothing but empty air, slapping together with a sound like a steel gate slamming shut. A second head whipped at me, attempting to broadside me, to swat me from the sky like a line drive. My Garuda banked hard, dropping low, the huge snake head whooshing over us as my mount’s feet touched down, carrying us into an awkward gallop. 

A shadow flickered over me, like the shade from a cloud on a hot, sunny day, and then another of the heads careened toward me. My feathery friend lurched and swerved, leaping up and off the edge of the temple as something crashed behind us; stone cracked and rattled from the sheer force of the tremendous blow. Then, we were climbing again, gaining elevation, bringing us to eye level with the Serpent King.

“Ahhhhh,” the monstrous head closest to us said, the sheer volume of the sound damn near a weapon itself. “Azazel,” he hissed, drawing out the name, “so it is you who challenges me. Long have you coveted my power, and long have I awaited this day.”

“Nope, dickhead,” I shouted, summoning every ounce of defiance I could muster, “just me, Yancy Lazarus, blueshound and asskicker.” I threw one hand out, conjuring a spear of flame, which splashed against a purple eye the size of a car tire. The creature bellowed, head flailing, jerking left then right, swaying and swinging like an incoming wrecking ball ready to crush a building. My mount shook and tumbled, the colossal whoosh of air causing us to lose altitude—

Another serpentine head sailed our way, jaws snapping, yellow saliva dripping in great strings. The attack was powerful, but slow …

Well, not slow, but Ong was too damned big to match the zippy, race-car speed of the Garuda. We were quicker—dodging, hooking, bobbing, banking, then wheeling back around once more, diving past in a streak of light, the Garuda’s claws lashing out, raking across the reptilian snout, leaving a set of deep slashes in the scaly flesh. And all the while, I unleashed spear after spear of angry molten flame, colorful streams in yellow, orange, and blue lapping at Ong’s reptilian face.

Yet another set of jaws snapped at us, but we were already gone, moving again, on to another of the writhing heads. 

More flame. More raking talons. A deadly song played on repeat. 

After a few minutes of exhausting battle, we glided wide, out of Ong’s reach, trying to get a little breathing room. I surveyed the Snake King as we flew. 

For all of our efforts, Ong seemed unperturbed—annoyed, maybe, but not hurt. Not really. Flame, as versatile and devastating as it was in most situations, didn’t seem to faze the Naga King. I sniffed, then spit into the air. Obviously, I needed to change up my game. Using the Nox flowing in me to augment my power, I hefted one hand and formed a watermelon-sized orb of electric-blue force; the weave a complex thing of air and water, built around a core of earthen power. 

Ball lightning—a James Sullivan specialty. 

No better ass-kicker in the game.

This particular construct didn’t play to my strong suit, but with the Nox I could manage it. With the Nox, I felt like I could manage just about anything. The ball wobbled in my hand for only a second before the perfect target revealed itself. One of Ong’s heads swerved toward me, head dropping low, mouth flying wide in a display of teeth and spiked-gullet. Not even something like Ong could swallow ball lightning without repercussions.

“Chew on this, shitbag,” I screamed, flinging my hand out— 

Something slammed into me from above, and my throw went wide, the crackling construct soaring up, away, missing Ong completely, which was incredible since he was bigger than a friggin’ barn. My ride dropped, tumbling out of control, flipping head over heels, falling fast. My legs fell away from the Garuda’s neck, and I couldn’t help but stupidly wonder what in the hell had just happened. Not that it really mattered. Not now. Shit, if the Garuda landed on top of me, nothing would ever matter again. 

Remarkably, I still had one hand tangled in the Garuda’s fur, and with a heave of effort I managed to hook my other arm around the creature’s wing joint. I willed the creature to turn. To flip. To do something other than fall from the sky like an asteroid.

The Garuda stirred beneath my hands, responding to my insistent will, his wings jerking, body wriggling. Its considerable efforts, useless.

After a long beat, the Garuda flipped. Rolled. 

It righted itself an instant before we smashed into the sloping wall of the temple and course corrected a heartbeat before we played the part of bug on windshield. I clung awkwardly to its back, my legs and arms splayed out, as the Garuda strained and fought to catch a draft, pulling out of the fall and away from jagged stone.

I slugged my way forward as the Garuda finally managed to steady itself before laboriously climbing back toward Ong. It took me a handful of seconds to get reseated, but once that was done, I finally saw what’d hit us: a shaft of gleaming purple-blue ice jutted from the ribs of my mount. Not far from where my leg naturally rested. 

With a frown, I stole a look up. 

Ah shit.

A halo of Garuda now surrounded Ong’s many heads, circling around him like a huge tornado of feathers and flesh; he’d recalled his troops now that the real threat had reared its head. But the flock of undead minions weren’t the only new additions. The Savage Prophet, radiating purple light in waves—his eyes glowing, his skin frosty blue—sat astride one of the Garuda, his crook tucked under his arm like a knight’s lance as he blasted Ong with shafts of ice. 

That no good buttweasel had stolen my idea, dammit. Then he’d sucker punched me. Again. Asshole. 

With gritted teeth, I streaked toward him, angling my mount so we were directly below the Prophet, firmly in his blind spot. But the sneaky bastard spun away, launching himself into the cloud of squawking Garuda. Disappearing. Lost in the rustle of wings and the swarm of bodies. I couldn’t afford to leave that assclown at my six, knowing he’d impale me on a shaft of ice the second he had a clear shot, so I guided my mount into the raging currents of the undead flock.

I instantly regretted the decision. 

We were immediately buffeted by wings, slammed by heavy forms, claws randomly slashing at us. Hard flying, that. I thrust out a hand and loosed a wall of flame, a tsunami of fire washing over the opposition, spreading from one Garuda to another, turning each of them into a falling star of burning meat. Maybe slinging around a metric shit-ton of flame wasn’t the wisest move, considering I was riding a highly flammable, flying death trap, but boy did it clear things up in a hurry. 

Since the enemy Garuda couldn’t maneuver in the close quarters, this was almost the exact definition of shooting fish in a barrel—assuming those fish were undead, weighed in at a couple of tons, and had wings.

It didn’t take long before I broke through the first wall of feathered opposition, blasting clear into the dark sky beyond. The Prophet was maybe fifty feet away, ducking and weaving between a smattering of Garuda, launching pop-shots at Ong, then vanishing again, using Ong’s forces to camouflage his movements. 

Smart strategy, I had to begrudgingly admit. 

“Enough,” Ong roared. “I tire of this futile game. Feel the power of Buné the Chloros. Taste death.” Each of Ong’s many mouths opened wide, the jaws distending, straining, cracking, then filling with a terrible light—an orb of power, cancer-green and laced with dirty streaks of violet. The light expanded, swelling in size and intensity, until I couldn’t look without risking the loss of my good eye. Staring at those lights was like staring into the sun at noonday.

With a hollow BOOM, awful power erupted in a foul geyser. 

Seven beams of raw, freezing force slashed through the ranks of the assembled Garuda, massacring ’em indiscriminately in an attempt to hit me or the Prophet. And it was a massacre. A messy one. Wherever that cold light touched, the Garuda came apart: flesh burning, smoldering, then rotting in a blink. That rot—black tinged with rancid green—spread from the point of contact, crawling and consuming as it moved until nothing remained untouched. Brutal. 

Feathery bodies dropped, raining from the skies as Ong’s sickly light did its grim work. One of those beams flashed my way, and without a thought, I pushed my Garuda into another steep dive. 

Not fast enough. 

My mount swerved as the deadly construct washed over its hindquarters, throwing us off course. I stole a panicked look back, watching as black rot gnawed its way forward, eating as it went, murdering my ride an inch at a time. Crap. We were flying fast—crashing fast, at this point—and the desperate dive had brought us within ten feet of the stony temple roof. Quickly, I swung one leg over the beast’s neck, balancing precariously on my ass as the Garuda hurtled toward the side of temple, crash imminent. 

Then, because I was screwed no matter how you sliced it, I jumped. 

Just hurled my body forward, arms pinwheeling, legs flapping and kicking uselessly as I prayed for the best.

My feet slammed into unforgiving stone with a sharp crack-snap, knees buckling beneath me, a scream tearing its way from my throat. My left shin folded beneath me, not something a shin is supposed to do, and a shard of bone stabbed through my jeans, its edge ragged and streaked with red. The Garuda crash-landed six or seven feet away with a thunderous rumble, already dead, its body black and twisted with decay.

Not that I really cared. 

Sure, in our few brief moments together, I’d grown a certain affinity for the Garuda, but I had other things to worry about. Like Ong. And the Prophet. Oh, and that piece of bone pointing at me like an accusatory finger. I fell onto my back and screamed again, tears streaking from my good eye as I shook and trembled from the pain cavorting up from my busted leg. On the plus side, the industrial-grade laser light show had ceased, and the nightmare flock of Garuda had thinned considerably. But it didn’t take me long to spot the Prophet. 

That flying douche-waffle had somehow weathered the storm. 

Which is when it dawned on me: 

I’d lost. Really lost. Epically lost.

I couldn’t salvage this mess. No way. The Prophet was up there while I was down here, without a ride, completely exhausted, and sporting a busted leg to boot. I couldn’t walk. Sure as shit couldn’t fight. And without a Garuda to haul me around, I was about as useless as a trapdoor on a lifeboat.

I lay back against the stone, letting the harsh reality of my situation settle over me. Then, I saw Ferraro. 

She was down on the main road with Darlene and the arch-mage in tow. The three of them were steadily retreating, their backs pressed against the first few levels of the temple. Coming for them were the Brown-Robes. I counted six of ’em. The good guys were outnumbered two to one, and against Black Jack and his crew that meant game over.

Fuck. We’d lost big time. 

Everyone was gonna die. Me, Ferraro, Darlene, even the arch-mage, that coldhearted bitch—no great loss there, I suppose. We were gonna die and Black Jack was gonna win, which meant the Morrigan and the Prophet would win, too. 

It was end game, and there wasn’t jack-shit I could do to stop it.

Nothing.

Not nothing, a voice whispered, insidious. A broken leg is nothing to me. Nothing. I could give you the power you need to win, to save your friends. Such terrible power, the likes of which you’ve never dreamed. Of all my brothers and sisters, bound to the Seals, there is none more terrible than I.

Azazel. Of course.

Yeah, and what’s that gonna run me? I thought.

A dry, raspy grunt, the sound of breaking bones, of ancient stone crumbling, filled my head. You know the price.

My eyes landed on Ong looming overhead, still battling against the Prophet. Despite Ong’s hideous appearance, he hadn’t always been a monster, not like he was now. He’d been noble once. Now he was a meat puppet, home to a primal evil. That’d be me—that was the price. 

I’d be the next Ong. 

My mind conjured another scene, almost against my will: 

Ailia dangling from the end of the Morrigan’s scythe blade: back arched, legs limp, arms splayed out, face a portrait of shock and pain. Her wide blue eyes—both fading and frantic—searching for me, finally ceasing their mad hunt when they found me. She held my gaze for only a moment, then a horrible cough racked her body, and dark crimson frothed at her lips and poured down her chin and neck. 

She died because you were weak, Azazel said, voice a pitiless, uncaring growl. His tone implied only the strong deserved life. Will you be weak again? Will you let them die for principle? For misguided morality? Or justice? Is Ferraro worth so little to you, disciple? 

The words were a barbed arrow stabbing into my heart over and over again. 

I had the power to stop this. Had the power to save them and beat the Prophet, if only I had the strength to say yes. Had the backbone to accept the power. 

Power could turn people into monsters, I knew—just look at what the pursuit of power had done to Trisha, what it’d done to Black Jack, to Ong—but I was willing to be a monster if it meant Ferraro walked away. If it meant Darlene got to see her kids and husband again. I’d become a friggin’ demon and deal with the fallout if it meant that the bearded bro-hole on the Garuda above me didn’t win. 

A Pyrrhic victory, maybe, but a victory nonetheless. Besides, I wasn’t without some small measure of hope. True, Ong had lost himself to his demon, but Kong—Azazel’s former warden—had lost control, and had found himself again. Maybe I could too. A small hope, but a hope my mind could cling to.

“Done,” I whispered. The word felt like a death sentence. I pressed my eyes closed as a demonic roar filled my head and power infused my body. 




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-SEVEN:
 

Devil in Me
 

 
 

Pain came from my gut, exploding from my center and radiating outward, surpassing the agony of my broken leg. I screamed, the sound lost in the cacophony of noise around me—the squawking of the Garuda, the howling of Ong, the resonating blasts of the mage battle below—but thunderous in my own head. I curled into a ball, clutching my belly as something so hot it was almost frigid pumped through my veins. 

It felt like I’d swallowed an angry badger, which had then given birth to a million cell-sized micro-badgers who were currently mauling my insides.

Even through the horrendous pain I watched as black tendrils rippled beneath my flesh, turning my skin blister-burn red in their passing. I rolled onto my side and dry-heaved, my body desperate to purge whatever this awful toxin was coursing through me, changing me. My muscles—all of ’em—began to shiver, then to twitch furiously as they bulged and strained against my clothing. My fingers cracked, snapping apart at the joints as they stretched and elongated, my fingernails falling away as heinous claws erupted. 

I threw back my head and howled, my too-long hands ripping at my shirt and jacket, shredding my clothes as I wriggled and rolled on the ground. It wasn’t long before I was shirtless—just in time for the spikes to work their way free from my skin. Slick black bone, covered in wet crimson, protruded from my shoulders and forearms; more marched down my spinal column like the rigid spikes along an alligator’s back. Horns burst from my forehead—two railroad spikes, driven into my temples—and then the pain receded, diminished, vanished almost as abruptly as it’d come.

In its wake came knowledge, information blooming in the back of my head like a garden, followed in short succession by emotion, hot and vicious: a killing rage that could only be satiated by blood, oceans and oceans of it. I gained my feet with ease, my body strong and hale, my broken leg miraculously healed in the transformation, though my missing eye remained missing. Still, that hardly mattered. I saw the world through a haze of purple light and even with only one eye I saw better, further, more clearly than I ever had with two. I could see life. Could see Vim and Vis coursing beneath everything like the pounding of some colossal heart, driving creation along.

My gaze swiveled to Ferraro, Darlene, and the arch-mage battling their way up the steps of the temple, desperately holding back the encroaching Brown-Robes. 

For a fleeting moment I thought about leaving them to die, to suffer the fate of the weak and unfit—that cold, conniving bitch Borgstrom certainly deserved it. In many ways, this mess was of her making, so it seemed fitting she should perish as a result of her feebleness, her failure. But I dismissed the thought. Sure, watching Black Jack skewer her like a luau pig would be sweet, but saving her would be far more advantageous in the long term. A pragmatic, tactical decision. 

Likewise, Ferraro was a skilled fighter and loyal—traits that would serve me well in the months to come—while Darlene had proven herself to be surprisingly resourceful. 

I pulled in corrupt Nox, and a dome of purple enveloped me, lifting me from the ground, holding me aloft on conjured bands of gravitational force. 

I pushed off from the steps of the pyramid, shooting skyward, carried upward by a tremendous gust of conjured wind. I slammed into the belly of a low-flying Garuda and used my talons to hook into its side, pulling myself to its back with a lazy, contemptuous grace. The beast fought and bucked, throwing its great head about in protest, but a surge of Nox changed all that, quickly co-opting the controls, bringing the stupid beast under my influence.

I smiled—my mouth too wide and filled with wicked teeth—and regarded the beast below me. Powerful creatures, were the Garuda, but not so powerful that they couldn’t be supercharged with a little demonic energy. Azazel’s seemingly endless knowledge burned in the back of my head and I acted on instinct, sinking the talons of my left hand into the creature’s flesh, anchoring myself fast, imparting a bit of my newfound nature into the beast. The Garuda shivered, muscles jolting in spastic waves as Azazel’s essence spread, transforming the creature. 

Thick black spikes exploded from its legs. Muscles bulged, expanded. Its feathers burst into a halo of pale purple flame.

Perfect. 

A glance up revealed the Prophet swooping and wheeling around Ong’s head, harrying the Naga King, staging lightning-fast assaults before retreating out of reach. Classic guerrilla tactics—effective but time consuming. 

Which meant I had time. All the time I needed.

With a growl, I compelled my new mount to wheel and dive. Its wings folded in as we abandoned the temple, shooting like a missile toward Ferraro, Darlene, and the arch-mage—a streak of deathly light cutting through the sky. 

I held out my right hand, calling Nox and fine weaves of air to me as we fell, bending them to my will, forming them into a weapon, which took shape in my palm: not the normal single-edged katana I typically used, but rather a burning violet warhammer. Its long haft was topped by a wicked hammer head on one side and a cruel spike on the other. Azazel’s favored weapon, I knew in an instant. Perfect for dealing with an adversary in heavy armor—smashing in a helm with the blunt head or penetrating a breastplate with the razor-edged spike, piercing the chest cavity below.

A brutal, efficient weapon, much like Azazel himself.

I banked hard, turning around, calling up a cloak of illusion as I came in from behind. The Brown-Robes were preoccupied, pushing Ferraro and the others, herding ’em, but they still posed a threat. Magi were dangerous creatures, even against a being like Azazel, especially in numbers. And the Brown-Robes not only had numbers, they had skill. A deadly combination. I had surprise on my side, though. They were too focused on the arch-mage, so focused they didn’t see me coming until I damn near barreled right into ’em. 

Ten feet out, I unleashed the power roaring through me, lashing out with my crushing warhammer, using the weapon as a conduit, channeling a brutal wave of Nox. The construct rushed free like a battering ram, colliding with the assembled Brown-Robes, scattering them like bowling pins. Brown-Robes let out bellows of surprise as their bodies flipped and spun through the air, sailing every which way from the precision strike. Not a killing blow, but certainly one that’d leave the bastards reeling for a while. 

Certainly long enough for me to evacuate Ferraro and Darlene. 

Then I saw Black Jack, cowl thrown back, already fighting his way upright, and all I could think of was murder. 

My mount dropped to the ground, grass withering beneath his feet, dying a swift death as the Nox swirling around me ate at its life force, consumed its vibrant vitality. I leapt from the Garuda’s back, throwing myself at Jack, hitting him around the waist and dropping him to the ground with a thud. I gained my feet, straddling him, staring down at his tired face as I twirled the warhammer in my hands, feeling the comforting weight of the weapon. 

“You don’t have to do this,” Jack said, words hard.

“We’re far beyond that, Jack,” I replied, raising the weapon high overhead. 

He grimaced, nodded as though he knew what was coming, and I brought the hammer down in a sickening blow. Nox surged on impact, and by the time the angry purple light faded, there wasn’t anything left of Jack’s head. Not even blood or gore—everything was gone from the neck up. Eaten. I surveyed the rest of the Brown-Robes, still down for the count, then turned and started for Ferraro, Darlene, and the arch-mage. 

The three women continued to back away from me, fear evident on each of their faces. I knew exactly how I must look—like a bona fide monster, a demon—but it still hurt a little, a knife wound to my already shattered heart. 

“Yancy?” Ferraro called out, taking point, the grenade launcher aimed squarely at me, tracking my movements. “Talk to me, Yancy,” she said, finger inching toward the trigger. “You still in there?”

I nodded, the motion strange with the added weight of the horns bulging from my brow. “Still me,” I said, voice hard, guttural, hardly my own, “but not for long. You three need to leave,” I said, forging on. “I’ll deal with Ong and the Prophet.” 

“Oh, Yancy,” Darlene said, edging around Ferraro on the right, “we can’t leave you here to face all of this on your own—”

I held up a hand, cutting her off with a harsh glance. “It’s not a request.” 

I swept out the warhammer, summoning huge flows of energy—twisted things of earth and air and Nox, bound with the life force of this place, stolen from the ground, the forest, ripped away from Black Jack’s lifeless body. The construct that snapped into place was an impossibly dense thing, so dense it punched through the fabric of this place: a rip in reality. A ragged hole six feet by six feet materialized behind them, bleeding violet at the edges. Beyond the portal, wavering and shimmering like a desert mirage, were ruins: 

Dusty white blocks of stone outlined the base of some ancient building, nestled among dirt, sparse yellow grass, and a few scraggly trees which were scattered across the barren landscape. More stone—great blocks of granite, jagged bricks of sandstone, chunks of marble—littered the surrounding area. The sparse remains of Hierapolis, in southern Turkey. A once thriving city, back when Azazel had last walked freely across the face of the earth. The ancient building, little more than a foundation, was the final remains of the Plutonium: an axis mundi itself, and one of several gateways to Hell. 

Before Darlene or Ferraro could protest further, I conjured a tremendous gust of wind, a force construct that slapped against the three women, hurling them through the portal and into the Turkish countryside. A look of shock and hurt seemed to flicker across Ferraro’s face for a moment, but then the portal snapped closed, leaving me alone. With them gone and safe, the only thing left was to deal with the Prophet and claim the Fourth Seal for myself. 

I spun and remounted my Garuda, booting the thing into motion. With a shriek, my mount broke into a trot and leapt back into the air, wings beating as we soared up, leaving the remaining Brown-Robes to their own devices, focusing instead on the Prophet above. 

He was totally fixated on Ong, swooping around the Snake King like a buzzing fly, refusing to be swatted down. In many ways Orobas—the demon essence within the Prophet—was like a bug: a spider, a weaver of webs who preferred to work from the shadows whenever possible, using his prophetic talents to arrange the deck in his favor. In open combat, though, he was no match for Azazel and he was often oblivious to the real world. That had always been Orobas’s weakness: overconfidence. He relied too heavily on those visions of his, to the exclusion of everything else. 

With a whisper of will I conjured a cloak of illusion around myself, disappearing in a blink as I hurtled in from directly below him. He’d dodged this same move before, but this time he didn’t see me coming. I raised one hand and unleashed a ball of flame that smacked into the Garuda’s belly, roaring up around the creature, setting its wings on fire all at once. I swooped past the flaming creature, dismissing the illusion as I flew. I caught the Prophet’s face, both shocked and pained, as his mount dropped. 

I flipped him the bird as he fell.

Spiraling down and down and down. Apparently, he hadn’t seen that coming. With the Prophet gone—though not dead I was sure—there was only Ong left to deal with. I circled back toward the Naga King, twirling my hammer, baiting him.

“Buné,” I called, “you worthless sack of pigeon shit.”

“Ahh, there you are, Azazel,” he replied, the noise like a sonic boom as a huge head swerved at me. “I was beginning to think you feared to face me, little cousin.”

“Afraid?” I called, voice unrecognizable. “No. Just biding my time.” I shot in, swinging my mount left as I brought the warhammer around in a brutal arc, smashing the blunted head into one of Ong’s giant eyes. The hammer flared purple, red, then black as Ong’s serpentine eye burst, viscous fluid spurting out. The great serpent reared, throwing its wounded head back, roaring out death and hate. 

“I’ll eat your soul, mortal,” the creature bellowed. “I will burn you from the Tapestry of Fate. I will unmake you!” The creature shifted and slid, its many mouths snapping open wide, terrible deathly light building in each fanged mouth again. Exactly as I wanted. 

I spun my mount and charged toward the yawning mouth. I bellowed out my defiance as my Garuda shot into that light. My mount slammed into Ong’s lower jaw and throat, pitching down. Its neck broke from the impact, flinging me forward, head-on into Ong’s maw. 

The deathly light within washed over me, temporarily blinding me, but the rot and decay wouldn’t touch me. Couldn’t. I was surrounded by Nox, already encased in rot and decay. Dangerous as fire is, it can’t burn flame. Ong thrashed his head back and forth in sudden shock, a ginormous dog shaking a chew toy, fighting to dislodge me. But I dug down, talons sinking into Ong’s rough tongue, while the spikes along my arms and shoulders further entrenched me. 

I wormed forward, dragging myself hand over hand, knees pumping as I low crawled toward the snake’s throat. 

Something tugged at my ankle—probably another of Ong’s heads working to pull me free—but I was already lodged too deep. With a roar and a final heave, I pulled free and slid down the back of Ong’s tunnel-like gullet. Bony quills met me, long, inverted spikes designed to keep prey from wriggling back out, but that didn’t bother me since I didn’t want to go out—I wanted to go down. The powerful muscles in Ong’s throat pulsed, contracted, the thorny spikes working me deeper, toward his belly. Toward his heart. 

I couldn’t see anything, the world was darkness and viscous slim, but I put all that from my mind, instead searching for the steady thubb-thubb-thubb of the Naga King’s beating heart. The descent felt like a long, creeping lifetime, but then I sensed the heart, pulsing damn near next to my head, loud as a drum. With a grunt, I wriggled my hand over to the fleshly membrane separating me from my prize. Purple flame burst to life around my hand, spreading up my arm; the thick muscle parted beneath my fingers. 

I could feel the great Naga shake and quiver around me, howling in impotent rage, knowing his day was done. 

The flesh finally gave way, and Ong’s heart throbbed in front of my face, giant muscles opening and contracting like an angry fist. Like Ong himself, the organ was massive. Friggin’ thing was at least as big as a MINI Cooper, maybe bigger, and had to weigh a couple of tons, easy. But even with all that mass, it was easy to see the Seal: a crystal the size of a robin’s egg, pulsing with deathly green light, directly in the center of the huge organ. With a sadistic grin, I began shearing my way through the thick, fibrous tissue, my claws making the task a breeze. In moments my hand closed around the gem encased in a smaller sac of leathery red meat. 

My world shook as I pulled the fleshy sac free—Ong toppling with one last colossal roar. 

Dinnertime.




 

 

 

 

 

 

THIRTY-EIGHT:
 

Through Demon Eyes
 

 
 

Azazel tore his way from the cavernous, slick belly of his brother’s host, obsidian talons making short work of the inner tissue. The scales were made of sterner stuff, but he conjured more purple flame, Nox, which covered both hands like a glove, crawling up past his thorny elbows. The thick scales parted as smoothly and easily as silk, then he was pushing his way free, into the jungle city of Bhogavati. 

A monster born into the world once more.

It was a mess out there. A glorious, bloody, chaotic battlefield, which felt like home to the demon lord. He smiled and ran his forked tongue over the fangs filling his mouth like pieces of broken glass. Good to be in the flesh again. So good.

The thick, feathered bodies of the formidable Garuda army littered the ground, their flesh already drying out, shriveling to the desiccated corpses they were in truth. Soon they would be dust. All dust. The great race of bird-creatures extinct at last, destroyed by the power of his brother, Buné the Chloros. And what power. Among his kith and kin there were not many who could stand up to Azazel, but Buné could. He was a dangerous creature, raw and powerful beyond imagining, but Azazel was powerful and shrewd. Crafty. 

Despite being the demon of war, he was no mindless brute, but a careful strategist and masterful tactician.

A tactician well prepared for the arrival of his kin. Azazel had spent his time in captivity well, expending only a fractional amount of his sizeable power on escaping the prison his host and the moronic water-spirit, Cassius, had confined him to. He’d known all along how this game would play out, and not with any underhanded divinations like his cuz Orobas, riding around in that Prophet fellow. No, he knew the mage Lazarus would eventually call on him when the odds were sufficiently stacked against him—thousands of years’ worth of experience had taught Azazel such lessons well. 

Patience was a valuable ally to any true warrior, a carefully cultivated virtue. With patience and time, any enemy was bound to error. And in war, error was tantamount to defeat. 

So instead of turning his strength toward escape, he’d offered a token display of effort, keeping the mage on his toes while he spent the rest of his energy designing a holding cell for Buné. A containment prison that would allow Azazel to harness the death demon’s essence without relinquishing his control over the host body. He could feel his cuz
confined in the subconscious lockbox, a cell designed just for him. A cell he would never escape from, not without Azazel’s express blessing. 

A blessing he would never receive. 

He didn’t need his cuz’s cooperation, though, just his formidable power, and that he now possessed.

Once more he regarded the field of battle with hungry eyes, surveying the countless dead. Buné had single-handedly enabled Ong to eradicate the natural enemy of the Naga, to wipe them out root and branch. A compelling reminder of what the demonic hosts were capable of. It was also an equally compelling reminder of what happened to enemies foolish enough to cross the Horsemen of the Seals. 

Complete and total eradication.

Azazel had many such enemies who needed repaying.

Grand lords and generals of Hell, who’d incurred his wrath thousands of years ago. They’d bound him to the Seal, a check to his insatiable lust for bloodshed and his unquenched ambition. They’d locked him away, but now he was out. Truly free, at least for a time, and with Buné’s power in his grasp, he could make everyone pay. True, he would need to continue to do the host’s bidding—which meant searching out the puppeteer collecting the rest of his kin—but that was fine. Perhaps the divine decrees bound him to serve his host, but that would serve his purposes as well.

Azazel was no fan of competition, after all, and if someone—other than himself, obviously—gathered too many Seals, they could rival his power. Unacceptable. 

First, though, he would head to Hell. Time for a little well-deserved vengeance on those who had slighted him so terribly, then he’d continue the mage’s work as Hand of Fate. He nodded his horned head, a cruel sneer drawing across his face, and flicked a hand through the air, parting reality with a thought. Opening a gateway to his true home. To the consuming fires of Gehenna. He stepped through. 

Time for Hell to pay.
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