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      The taste of blood was sharp in Adam Fraser’s mouth as he led the others up the observatory’s hillside to greet the small army of trolls. His buddy Jonathan Hong was on his left, gun in hand, and Huldra, the voluptuous seductress of forest and fen, was on his right. She was white-knuckling a battle axe and sported a look that could melt steel.

      “Get ready,” she said, her ample breasts heaving, glistening with sweat. “Here come the trolls.”

      “Now that’s something you don’t hear every day,” Adam replied.

      The trolls swooped down on them and for a fraction of a second, Adam thought it was like they’d been trapped inside a snow globe. Only the snow had been replaced by dirt and the townspeople by trolls, the diminutive death-dealers kicking up dust as they launched themselves into the air.

      Adam unleashed a flurry of punches as Huldra went to work, carving a path through the assailants. She was a wondrously fearsome sight to behold: her muscled body contorting and her axe a blur as she made the air sing while slicing through necks and lopping off limbs.

      Adam marveled at how Huldra seemed to be one step ahead of their attackers. She ducked under their clawed hands, executing a perfect slide before coming up on the balls of her feet. She jumped and lunged, and by the time the trolls had compensated for her first move, she had already made another.

      Hack.

      Slash.

      Chop.

      Repeat.

      The trolls fell by two and threes. Then the sky began to glow orange.

      Adam looked up and spotted a flurry of fireballs dropping through the air. In the instant before they crashed to the ground, he remembered how it all began…how his life had been turned upside down when he’d agreed to go on a journey with Beowulf and the two warrior women to defeat the evil alchemist named Mossheart…
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      On the seventh day of the fifth year of the reign of Hrothgar the Dane, Ludovicus Mossheart, part-time alchemist and full-time sybarite, acquired the knowledge to travel through time.

      Like many great discoveries, this one occurred by chance after Mossheart stumbled upon an ancient grimoire authored by Manetho, an Egyptian priest and master of the mystic arts.

      The book, purportedly bound in the flesh of a Persian magi, included a stave, an incantation for temporal transport, which involved the recitation of words from a language lost to time along with the mixing of many obscure ingredients, including beryl stone, the foreskin of a thirty-year-old ogre, and the powdered teeth of a blind child.

      Mossheart was eager to attempt the spell if for no other reason than it might allow him to take revenge on the bane of his existence.

      The warrior Beowulf.

      Damned, accursed Beowulf.

      The slayer of Grendel, the keeper of the rule, and the bastard who’d dispatched his henchmen, stolen his most fetching lady friends, and run off his eleven acolytes.

      One could easily live without women and acolytes, but finding good henchmen in an untamed land was a difficult endeavor—which meant that Beowulf had to die. Upon discovering the spell, Mossheart conceived a plan whereby he’d travel back in time a day or two and set the perfect ambush.

      There was only one problem.

      On the very day that Mossheart discovered the spell, Beowulf discovered him.

      The alchemist heard the shouts outside of his cave and grabbed the grimoire and a sack that contained his personal effects, including, among other items, the energy crystal which fueled his powers, and the mixings for various, powerful spells.

      He searched for his very best vest, the one made from the bristles of a dozen large boars, but couldn’t find it. Instead, he slipped on a pair of his favorite lambskin gloves which covered a small pinkie ring coated with poison, threw on a black cape, and made for a hidden rear entrance in the cave, intent on taking shelter in the countryside to plot his revenge.

      He made it exactly five paces before being tackled by Beowulf’s warrior women, the two big-breasted harlots named Aerowynn and Zori.

      They placed their well-muscled legs on his back, pressing him close to the ground while looping the magical bindings around his wrist, the only ones his powers were ineffective against.

      “What say you, wizard?” asked Aerowynn, the taller of the two who sported a crown of laurel set in her black hair which was pulled back so tightly into a bun that it resembled a snake coiled atop her head.

      Mossheart spat out a mouthful of grit. He smiled because he’d cast a spell on them six days earlier which forced the brutes to speak his language, the mother tongue of his birthplace, the island called Britain. “I say even you two aren’t dense enough to realize a man can’t speak when his mouth is full of dirt.”

      Aerowynn pulled Mossheart up to his feet. “You’ve got a salty tongue.”

      “That’s exactly what she said,” Mossheart replied, smirking, angling his head at Zori, the shorter, well-proportioned woman with plump red lips and dirty-blonde hair whose flesh was inked with tribal tattoos.

      Zori’s eyes narrowed to slits. She adjusted her horned helmet and pointed up and when Mossheart followed her gaze, Zori punched him in the stomach, stealing the breath from his lungs.

      “Is that any way to treat a guest in your country?” Mossheart asked, doubled over, grimacing.

      “He’s no guest,” a man’s voice said, echoing off the cave walls.

      Mossheart spotted a figure at the mouth of the cave, backlit by the dying sun. A hulking man with shoulders like boulders who carried an impossibly large sword and a rucksack made of animal hide.

      Beowulf strode forward and Mossheart saw that around his upper body was the skinned hide of a dire wolf, a beast whose muzzle and jaws protruded from the warrior’s back such that it appeared as though he possessed two heads.

      Mossheart summoned a faint smile. “Beowulf…thank the gods you’re here.”

      Beowulf appraised the alchemist, unmoved by his attempt at humor. So stern was Beowulf’s affect, Mossheart thought, that the whole man, visage, frame, and soul, seemed formed from some terrible iron, gifted with life and thought.

      The warrior radiated restless energy and reeked of sweat, piss, and violence, his eyes as cold and clear as winter ice. Beowulf hefted his sword and gestured at Mossheart.

      “I still think mine is bigger than yours,” the alchemist quipped.

      “Check the bindings on the spell weaver and bring him forward,” Beowulf said, ignoring the remark. “He has an appointment with the locks.”
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      And so it came to be that on his thirtieth year upon the Earth, Ludovicus Mossheart was stripped to his undergarments and unceremoniously yanked out of the cave by Aerowynn and Zori.

      “Hey! The cape! Watch the bloody cape!” Mossheart shouted as the women dragged him by his cape through the hoarfrost. They let him go for a moment, and Mossheart, whose hands were bound in front of him, removed a piece of tanned animal hide from a pocket and began dusting himself off.

      “What are you doing?” Aerowynn asked.

      “I’ve got a thing about keeping clean,” Mossheart replied, wiping his chest and cape.

      Zori glared at him. “You’re a wizard who lives in a cave.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to live like an animal does it?”

      Aerowynn held up three fingers. “I heard about you and your rituals, but you’ve got this much time to get moving. One, two—”

      WHACK!

      She smacked him in the face and down he went. “What happened to three?” Mossheart shouted as the ladies grabbed and dragged him up a hillside toward a naked slab of rock perched horizontally so that it had the appearance of an altar.

      “I’ll watch his cape and you watch his hands,” Aerowynn said to Zori. “He comes from the infernal isle—”

      “It’s called Britain,” Mossheart cut in. “Come on, let’s all say it together, Brit-ain—”

      “He’s skilled with his fingers,” Aerowynn continued.

      “Is that true?” Zori asked.

      Mossheart looked up. “Ask Aerowynn’s mother.”

      Aerowynn kicked Mossheart in the gut. “You’ve got some serious anger issues, woman,” he said, fighting for air.

      Aerowynn sneered at the alchemist. “I’ll suck the marrow from your skull when it’s taken from your shoulders.”

      Mossheart flung a look at Zori. “See what I mean.”

      The women handed Mossheart over to a cluster of guards whose faces were hidden behind metal helmets.

      Mossheart could see Beowulf preparing a wooden block on the stone altar, a pair of stocks he called the locks, a restraining device into which his head and hands would be slipped before someone, presumably Beowulf, lopped off his head.

      Beowulf adjusted his vitality band, a loop of pressed gold studded with gems fitted around his wrist that invigorated him and showed his strength levels, and brought his sword, the one he called Hrunting, up. He ran his finger down the blade, drawing a bead of blood.

      “If it’s not sharp enough, I’ll be happy to come back later,” Mossheart said.

      Beowulf smiled. “If only your brain were as sharp as your tongue, Mossheart.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment and ask if you can tell me what the difference is between an intelligent Dane and a unicorn?” Mossheart said. When Beowulf remained silent, Mossheart grinned. “Nothing, because they’re both fictional! Ha!”

      Beowulf marched down and grabbed Mossheart’s hair and yanked him forward. He’d apprehended the alchemist many times before, once when Mossheart was accused of sorcery, two more times when it was alleged he’d taken liberties with three of the maidens from Hrothgar’s great mead hall, and another time just because Beowulf didn’t like the way he was looking at him. In each instance, Mossheart had found a way to escape.

      “You’re making a mistake, old friend,” Mossheart said.

      “I’m not scared of you,” Beowulf hissed in response. “Your hands are bound by tendrils of rope made from sections of dromi, the chain that the gods used to bind Fenrir.”

      “Your trinkets soon won’t work on me, Beowulf, because I’ve discovered the secrets of the ancients!”

      “You’ve been saying that for more than a year.”

      Mossheart deflated “Okay, so I have. But this time I mean it! Rest assured, if you take my mortal life, I will return.”

      A grim smile tugged at the corner of Beowulf’s mouth. “There’s no return from the underworld, fool. Only an eternity to spend on the shore of the lake of corpses.”

      Mossheart grinned. “To the extent your peoples’ feeble legends are true, do you know what one does down there? You eat, drink, carouse, and practice magic. Exactly the same things I’m doing now. Ha! How is that even a punishment?”

      Beowulf grabbed Mossheart and shoved him to the guards who held him by his shoulders. Mossheart watched Beowulf return to the locks, pulling open the hinges. Mossheart realized he had seconds to act, maybe less. One of the guards turned sideways and Mossheart managed to press his fingers together.

      There was a surreptitious spark of light as he conjured up a gold coin.

      Unnoticed by Aerowynn, Zori, or the others, the coin fell to the ground.

      The guard’s gaze ratcheted to the coin.

      “How much gold have Beowulf and Hrothgar given you?” Mossheart whispered to the guard. “Allow my hands to touch and I will make you richer than any king.”

      The guard’s eyes widened.

      Farther up the hillside, Beowulf pulled open the stocks. He had every intention of placing Mossheart inside the contraption and divesting him of his head. Once that was done, the evil would be removed from the land.

      Just as he was readying to turn, however, Beowulf felt a disturbance in the air.

      He looked back and Mossheart was standing all alone. His hands were unbound and he’d recovered his sack and was encased in a cone of white light.

      “Gods!” Beowulf bellowed, white-knuckling his sword. The alchemist had found a way to free himself and conjure up a powerful spell. Aerowynn and Zori were lying on the ground, unconscious, while the other guards were running in fear down the hillside.

      Mossheart cackled demonically, the veins in his ripped body throbbing, his flesh slicked with what looked like oil. His handsome features were screwed up in agony or ecstasy, it was impossible to tell which, and his shoulder-length brown hair billowed behind him.

      He also had his sack open and was shrieking something that Beowulf couldn’t make out while tossing the ingredients for his spell into the air.

      There was a burst of light and a concussive boom. Sparks flew from the alchemist’s fingers as an undulating vortex formed in the air behind him.

      The vortex widened as Mossheart’s voice thundered. Beowulf reflexively heaved his sword at Mossheart, whose hand was stretched toward the sky.

      Beowulf’s aim was off, so the sword merely grazed Mossheart’s fingers, but the damage was done. Mossheart was unable to complete the spell as Beowulf grabbed his rucksack and barnstormed toward him.

      The alchemist groped on the ground for the ingredients to complete his conjuring, while struggling to remember the final words as Beowulf lowered his shoulder, slamming into Mossheart, who pricked Beowulf’s hand with his ring as the vortex sucked up the pair, along with Aerowynn, and Zori, the four figures vanishing in a retina-searing burst of fire and light.

      [image: ]
* * *

      There was another flash of light and then Beowulf came to. He was lying on a hard surface next to Aerowynn and Zori. The trio was alive, groggy, and nearly naked, having lost most of their clothing as a result of whatever had happened to them.

      Beowulf grabbed the only two objects that accompanied him through the vortex: his massive sword, and the rucksack which was half-empty and missing his most prized possessions, including a number of mystical weapons and instruments. He touched his wrist, noticing that his vitality band was gone and that his hand was bleeding, then stood to his full height and squinted through the blinding sun, absolutely baffled to see a horde of strangely-dressed foreigners strolling past him. What in Gods’ name had happened? What had Mossheart done and where was he?

      He turned, struggling to get his bearings. A horde of objects flew past him. What were they? Metal chariots of some kind on wheels, but strangely without horses. He staggered forward in the unrelenting sun, taking in the gaudy trees and the area off in the distance where a body of water rushed up to meet the mountains. He couldn’t place any of it, though he noted that everything seemed to be connected via a tangle of paths that appeared to be made from stone and some mysterious black substance that was shiny and slightly sticky underfoot.

      Beowulf pivoted once more and spotted something barely visible in the distance, perched atop a hill. A string of strange, wavy symbols on stilts that appeared to be as wide as two longships. The symbols spelled out a word which Beowulf mumbled even though he had no idea what it meant:  HOLLYWOOD.
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      “Idiots with Underwoods.” Isn’t that what some studio head had once called screenwriters?

      Adam Fraser thought those were possibly the truest words ever spoken as he rolled out of bed at eleven a.m., slipped on a white T-shirt and jeans, and stared out a window in his one-bedroom apartment in the Fairfax District of Los Angeles.

      It was sunny and eighty-four degrees.

      Just as it had been the day before.

      And the day before that.

      And nearly every friggin’ day before that. In fact, there’d been so many unnaturally perfect days that Adam was beginning to miss the East Coast’s humidity and unpredictable weather. He dropped to the floor and pumped out a quick set of pushups, then slipped on his glasses, and checked his email on a battered laptop to see if there was any news on the script front.

      Adam was a professional screenwriter five years removed from his largest script sale: a Santa Claus origins story fashioned as a tent-pole action franchise for one of the biggest studios in the world. But the script never got made and now he was running out of money and time, fearful that his last link to the industry, his long-suffering manager Dane Sadler, might fire him at any moment. Dane, who’d started out as a creative exec at Sony, had plucked one of Adam’s scripts out of a digital slush pile many years before and worked on it with him for six months.

      The script didn’t sell, but it got Adam a ton of meetings and relationships were formed and material eventually sold. Unfortunately, Adam’s last sale, a small pitch to an indie producer, had occurred twenty-one months before, which was an eternity in Hollywood, a place where it took a hundred first breaks before you truly broke in.

      He scanned the emails.

      Nothing from Dane.

      Crap.

      Adam had hoped that an offer might be coming in from the studios on his latest action spec script (spec meaning speculative, which was a nice way of saying written for free), a Dirty Dozen-type story titled Men of Valor, set in the Middle Ages.

      Maybe no news was good news, he thought while drifting into the bathroom, where he brushed his teeth, ran a hand through his hair, and caught a glimpse of himself in the bathroom mirror. Christ, he was only twenty-eight and already showing some signs of going gray. He paid out a long sigh, wishing his teeth were as white as the handful of hairs he’d plucked out.

      He heard the ping of his email and rushed back to check his laptop.

      Hallelujah!

      An email from Dane, exactly three sentences long. In his experience, the longer the email—and three sentences from Dane was pretty long—meant the news was good.

      Adam did a little dance, pumping a fist, realizing that if an offer was forthcoming the buyer would have to meet his quote, the amount his last script had sold for plus ten percent which meant…four hundred thousand dollars! Enough cash to last him a number of years, even in overpriced Hollywood, a grubstake that would allow him the freedom to craft newer and better specs and begin pitching network TV shows again, where everyone knew the real money was.

      He opened his eyes and scanned the email, his stomach doing somersaults.

      “Hey, Fraser…” the email began.

      He read the rest of it and deflated for the news was neither good nor bad.

      His action spec hadn’t sold, yet, but it had gained some fans, including a producer named Foster Frieze who wanted a meeting. The email contained an address in the valley and a meeting time, which was in forty minutes, along with a veiled warning not to skip it.

      Adam turned from the laptop, plumbing his memory. Foster Frieze, Foster Frieze, why did he know that name?

      Before he could put a face to the name, somebody knocked at the front door. Adam jumped. A voice on the other side of the door boomed, “Fraser, you in there?”

      Adam cursed under his breath. It was Sid Crooks, the irascible former child actor who was his landlord.

      Another knock. “Fraser!” Crooks said in his faint Brooklynese accent.

      Adam hesitated. He thought about crawling out through a window and down the fire escape, then thought better of it.

      “Yes, sir,” he replied. “I’m here.”

      “Alone I’m assuming,” Crooks said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “Well, your daughter is out of town,” Adam replied without thinking.

      There was a jangle of keys and the door opened and Crooks stood before him, leaning his doughy, middle-aged body against the door. Adam couldn’t believe that Crooks had once played Johnny Gallant, the chiseled, headstrong leader of The Clue Crew, a live-action Scooby-Doo knockoff from the mid-1980s. Crooks’s once-golden locks had fallen out and his belly looked like a cannonball stuffed under his two-dollar T-shirt. “What did you just say, Fraser?”

      “I said my sister’s not in town,” Adam said, manufacturing a huge smile.

      Crooks took this in, sucking on his teeth. “You know why I’m here don’t you?”

      “Came to wish me luck on my script?”

      Crooks barked a nasty laugh. “Everybody knows the heat from a script sale lasts exactly nine months. The odds of you selling something again are about the same as me growing this back,” Crooks said, gesturing to his barren dome of a head.

      “I feel good about this one, sir,” Adam said.

      “You should’ve pitched that idea I gave you.”

      “The reality show about a bear fighting a shark?”

      “That’s fucking gold,” Crooks said.

      Adam adjusted his glasses. “But bears can’t breathe underwater, Mister Crooks.”

      Crooks’s gaze narrowed. “Whatever. The rent’s past due.”

      “I’ll have it to you tomorrow.”

      Crooks nodded, then grinned darkly. “If the screenwriting thing doesn’t pan out, there’s always porn.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adam trudged down a set of stairs, struggling with how to come up with his rent, eighteen hundred bucks, in twenty-four hours. He stopped to snag bottled water out of a vending machine that was propped near his building’s ground-floor pool, which was surprisingly well-maintained given how shitty the rest of the place was.

      He stared out at the turquoise water and watched as Sawyer, a sometimes actress and the hottest chick in the building, emerged from the water like Denise Richards in Wild Things. Adam took a pull from his water bottle, thinking about how only in Los Angeles would someone name a girl Sawyer.

      She emerged from the pool, wringing out her thick, copper-colored hair, and toweled off, struggling against gravity to keep her breasts inside a barely-there black bikini. Adam’s glasses fogged up at the sight of her erect nipples, and he removed and wiped them as she turned in his direction.

      He felt her gaze and realized he was neither sufficiently jacked nor flush with money to be worthy of her full time and attention, which was a shame because they’d been close once upon a time.

      The sight of her jump-started memories of how it had been several months before. Their relationship wasn’t exactly full-blown in terms of actual romance, but when Sawyer had first moved out to L.A. from Illinois, Adam had befriended her, and the two had hung out while watching TV and running lines from various scripts while she was searching for representation and paying gigs.

      Sawyer’s new boyfriend, a wannabe actor and all-around meathead named Jaxx (Adam thought the extra “x” was because he was twice the douchebag), ambled over and heaved an arm around her and another brunette with a larger chest and a bubble-butt.

      Jaxx flexed his biceps and shot Adam a nasty look. “You’re not gonna believe what I found out today.”

      Adam slipped his glasses back on. “That using steroids causes hair loss and your penis to shrink like a frightened tortoise?”

      Jaxx’s face fell as he approached Adam. “No, smartass. I found out that your script’s getting some really shitty coverage at the studios.”

      “I hadn’t heard that,” Adam replied, which was true. Coverage referred to the notes on a script prepared by flunkies at various studios. Good coverage could help sell a script, bad coverage could be fatal.

      Jaxx grinned. “That’s because you’re not connected like I am. Usually bad coverage

      means a script ain’t gonna sell, but maybe you’re the exception, Aaron.”

      “The name’s Adam!” Adam said, but Jaxx wasn’t listening. He was moving away, arm around Sawyer and the brunette, cackling as Sawyer offered a fleeting, sympathetic look.

      Adam grumbled, then moved down to a side street, hoping like hell that he’d be able to sell a pitch or get an advance from the producer Foster Frieze before he was evicted.
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      At the moment that Adam was entering his car, Mossheart was standing on a sidewalk, clad only his bearskin undergarments and black cape, clutching his sack of personal items. There were stars in his eyes, his ears hummed, his fingers were bleeding where Beowulf’s sword had sliced open his gloves, and the sun, the blinding, burning sun, which had made only sporadic appearances in the northlands, was beating down, roping his forehead with thick pearls of sweat.

      He reached in his sack and pulled out the energy crystal.

      The object was dull, lifeless.

      It would need to be recharged if Mossheart had any hope of maximizing his powers.

      His eyes wandered to the stone pathway underfoot, which was divided into sections. As was his ritual (because Mossheart was a man guided by rituals both magical and personal), he began counting and stepping upon each of them as he quickly wiped away a few grains of grit from his cloak.

      The philosopher Pythagoras had once said that the world was built upon the power of numbers and Mossheart thought that was perhaps the truest thing he’d ever heard.

      He counted ten sections and then retraced his steps twice and counted again.

      He nodded, satisfied. Ten was very good, a master number and the one preferred by the ancient Greeks and Hebrews. But Mossheart’s magical number was eleven, the number of letters in the name of his father Constantine, the greatest of all alchemists, and the number that the mystics had told him gave one the full power of the ancients.

      Rituals completed, Mossheart moved down over a sidewalk and took refuge under a massive stone structure propped up on thick pillars that blotted out the sun. There was a sign marked “101” that hung from it and Mossheart gaped up, studying the numbers, catching sight of bulky objects, what appeared to be metal carts of some kind, whizzing past overhead.

      His mind reeled. What in gods’ name had happened? He remembered the spell. He’d cast the proper ingredients into the air and said the words, but…not all of them.

      Beowulf, the son of a whore, had disrupted the conjuring and injured his hand before he’d been able to complete it! Still, the incantation had proven to be more powerful than he’d imagined because he had indeed been transported to another time and place, but the question was…where?

      The book!

      Yes, that was what he needed!

      The grimoire would provide some much-needed answers and a way out of his predicament.

      Mossheart dropped to his haunches and opened his sack to reveal the other items within: a small stone bird, and six small pouches that contained spell ingredients along with what was left of the grimoire.

      No, the book! It had been damaged as a result of the vortex, reduced to a pile of ash, save for five fire-blackened pages that lay below the six pouches.

      He scanned the pages, realizing that he now only had access to five spells: the original one for temporal transportation, another for the seduction of men and women, two more that could resurrect the dead or give life to inanimate objects, and a final one that could be used to conjure up visions. He’d have to make do with them so long as he had the requisite ingredients.

      There was a chance he could muster a temporal spell and return to the time he’d left, but Mossheart realized that a new land, even a very strange one, might present opportunities for someone with his skills.

      Not only that, but he could see signs attached to buildings in the distance that made mention of gold and coins.

      He opened the pouches and sifted through the ingredients, once, twice, realizing he lacked one thing: precious materials.

      He’d need gold and copper to properly energize the spells and by the look of things, there was plenty of it around.

      “Yes!” he shouted triumphantly. “Once I have the gold, everything will be mine!”

      “Funny you should mention that,” someone replied from the shadows.

      Mossheart stood and squinted, catching sight of a host of forms toiling in the murk. Five men who were shuffling forward.

      Five plus him equaled six and six was a perfect number so Mossheart’s heart skipped a beat. Still, the men were shorter than him, nearly by a head, their brown skin accentuated by the chains, gold and copper in color, that dangled around their necks.

      The men quickly formed a circle around Mossheart.

      “Which one of you can tell me where I am?” Mossheart asked.

      “You’re in Los Angeles, pal,” one of the men said in accented English. “The city of fucking angels.”

      “And yet I see no angels,” Mossheart replied, looking about.

      “You’re gonna be seeing stars soon, Holmes,” another man said, grinning darkly.

      “I’ve already seen the stars,” Mossheart said, waving his hand dismissively. “I had a vision on the tallest peak in Gwyned two winters ago where I saw them fall to the earth like unripe figs dropping from a tree shaken by a great wind. It was quite a sight.”

      The men looked at each other and when nobody replied, Mossheart flicked his wrist. “I grow weary of this talk. Take me to your lord.”

      “That’d be me,” the largest of the men said, moving forward, shoving aside the youngest of the bunch, a spindly youngster with a shag of brown hair.

      The large man smiled to reveal a row of gold teeth that Mossheart admired. The man was dressed in shorts and a white shirt that barely covered his thickly muscled arms that were spidered with tattoos.

      “What’s your name?” Mossheart asked.

      “His name’s Benicio,” the spindly kid said, his voice quivery.

      “Shut up, Manny,” the large man barked. Then, turning to Mossheart. “What he said. The name’s Benicio. And you?”

      Mossheart twirled his hands flamboyantly. “Ludovicus Mossheart.”

      The men laughed at this.

      Benicio fixed a gaze on Mossheart. “Well, Mister Mossheart, I think it’s safe to say that you have done got yourself lost, cause you definitely ain’t in the right ‘hood. You ain’t where you’re supposed to be.”

      How true that was Mossheart thought. He’d been run out of Britain, the only home he’d ever known, and hunted across the land of the Geats and the Danes. He’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time for as long as he could remember. “Yes, well, the spell I cast was admittedly imperfect,” Mossheart offered, “and you’re right, I’m not precisely where I’m supposed to be. I am a man without a land. In order to get back, however, I shall require a certain amount of precious metals, beginning with gold and copper, so if you and your men would be good enough to hand over what you have, I’ll be sure to make it worth your while.”

      The levity faded from Benicio’s face. “How ‘bout you empty your fucking pockets, weirdo.”

      Mossheart drew back. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me, freak. Do it now,” Benicio said, pulling a long knife from a hip pocket, pointing it at Mossheart’s groin. “Before I decide to take something from you.”

      “As you wish,” Mossheart said, removing his gloves. He grabbed his sack, hands darting inside. He closed his eyes and rubbed some of the ingredients across his fingers as a warm current tingled his hands. Then he muttered the words for a defensive spell before looking up at the men. “I’d ask you to reconsider your request, friend. I think you’re making a big mistake.”

      “And I think you need to give us whatever you got in that fucking bag,” Benicio said. “You got two seconds and then I’m gonna get stabby.”

      When Mossheart didn’t hand over the bag, Benicio heaved himself at Mossheart who brought his hands up and around.

      There was a flash of light and an explosive thunderclap that sounded like a thousand hammers striking a wall of granite.

      Benicio was lifted off his feet by a propulsive rush of air and thrown twenty feet back, where he slammed into the side of a pillar and slid to the ground.

      Several of the other men charged Mossheart who twirled his hands, building up the energy coursing through his frame, swatting his attackers away like flies.

      In seconds it was all over, the men knocked unconscious. Mossheart stood alone, utterly spent after casting the spell without the aid of his energy crystal.

      Something stirred in the shadows and the alchemist spotted the short, scrawny brown-skinned kid, the one Benicio had yelled at and called Manny. He was shaking, kneeling on the ground.

      Manny held his hands up. “Please don’t kill me, mister.”

      Mossheart slipped on his gloves and approached him. He was too exhausted to kill anyone. “Rise and speak your full name, boy.”

      “Manuel,” the kid replied, standing. “Manny Campos.”

      “What place do you call home, Manny Campos?”

      “Right around here I guess. I mean, I ain’t got no place to speak of. I’m kinda in between homes at the moment.”

      “I need you to do something for me, Manny.”

      “A-anything,” Manny sputtered.

      “Take the gold off the other men,” Mossheart commanded.

      Manny did as he was told, quickly and efficiently ripping the gold chains from the unconscious men.

      Mossheart held the chains up to Mossheart who pinched them between his fingers, the gloves still on. He inspected the gold, counting it three times. It was of poor quality, but it would have to do.

      He opened his sack and Manny deposited the gold inside. Once this was done, Mossheart turned and began walking out of the shadows into the light, headed toward a never-ending sweep of the cityscape.

      “Hey! Wait!” Manny shouted.

      Mossheart looked back to see Manny running after him. “I ain’t never seen nothing like what you did before, Mister Mossheart. Who are you?”

      “Ask me who I was.”

      “Who were you?”

      “A powerful alchemist slash sorcerer.”

      “Is that like a magician? Cause I always wanted to be one.”

      “No, it’s more like a person well-versed in the dark and pernicious arts.”

      “Wait. You mean, like, you can summon up spirits and shit?”

      Mossheart nodded. “Can’t everyone? All you need to do is stand facing a tomb and recall the names of the angels of the fifth camp, holding in your hand a new glass bowl containing oil and honey mixed together with the bones of a stillborn dragon, preferably female.”

      Manny scratched his head. He had no idea what Mossheart was talking about, but nevertheless tagged along after the alchemist. “Where are you going?”

      “To find someone who might be in your city. A man who trespassed against me. His name is Beowulf.”

      Manny took this in. He was blank-faced for a moment, then recognition washed over him. He smiled and pointed down the street. “I think there’s something you’re gonna want to see, sir.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fifteen minutes later, Mossheart and Manny stood at the corner of Ivar Avenue and Sunset Boulevard, peering at a large building with a sign atop it that said: Amoeba Music.

      Mossheart squinted, taking in the bright lights, the neon. “The place looks like a harlot’s den. Not that there’s anything wrong with that…”

      “It’s actually one of the best places to grab some tunes and movies in the entire country,” Manny replied.

      Manny gestured for Mossheart to follow him toward the building, which was heavy with more of the strangely-dressed people Mossheart had witnessed on the walk over. Mossheart stopped just outside the front entrance, aware that he was clad only in his undergarments and cloak.

      “My garb,” he said. “My clothes appear to be a little unorthodox for this land.”

      Manny smirked and shook his head. “It’s 2018 and we’re on Sunset Boulevard. You’ll fit right in.”

      Mossheart was shocked at the year and surprised to see that many of the patrons were indeed dressed like him, including a handful in skimpier attire.

      He followed Manny through the front doors, up a short flight of stairs (eight in all which pleased Mossheart for that was the number for vengeance), and down an aisle, taking everything in.

      The sights, sounds, and smells were jarring and Mossheart wondered whether he hadn’t somehow been transported to another planet or perhaps had perished in the vortex and been sent to the underworld.

      Mossheart made sure to follow a pattern he spotted on the floor tiles, standing on even numerals and hopping over odd ones.

      “Why do you do that?” Manny asked.

      “Because I have to follow the pattern.”

      “You got OCD or something?”

      Mossheart looked up. “Y’know, obsessive-compulsive disorder,” Manny continued. “It’s no biggie if you do. I mean you could probably get a card and get some medical marijuana for it.”

      “I’m just nodding along,” the alchemist replied. “because I do not understand the words you just spoke.”

      Manny didn’t respond, turning and smiling. “Yo! Here it is, Mister Mossheart!”

      Mossheart strolled forward, shocked to see the word “Beowulf” on a small box with pictures.

      “What in gods’ name is this?” he asked.

      Manny yawned. “Um, it’s a DVD, man. A movie.”

      “A m-mov-movie?”

      Manny laughed. “Seriously? Yeah, it’s like…moving pictures. Y’know, a story that you can watch.”

      “How does anyone in this strange land know of him?” Mossheart asked, turning the box over and over. “How could anyone possibly know Beowulf’s name?”

      Manny shrugged. “I mean the dude is kinda famous. I’m pretty sure I read a poem about him when I was younger. Didn’t he kill that thing? What’s his name—”

      “Grendel?”

      Manny snapped his fingers and nodded.

      “He murdered a child, that’s what he did,” Mossheart added.

      “He was a monster though, right?”

      “One person’s monster is another person’s misunderstood creature,” Mossheart replied, examining the DVD box again. “And this doesn’t even look like Beowulf!” he said, smacking the box, anger swelling in his breast. “The features are too angular, the muscles too large, and that bulge down there—”

      “That one was done back in oh-seven and was kinda animated, but it was pretty dope. Here’s another one,” Manny added, holding up another box.

      Mossheart removed his gloves and cast a quick spell, melting the boxes. Manny yelped and the boxes fell to the ground, smoking. A clerk looked over and Manny grabbed Mossheart’s arms and took him aside. “You gotta cool it on the magic shit, okay? Or else they’re gonna kick us out of the store and make us pay for that.”

      “I shall pay for nothing!” Mossheart thundered as other patrons looked over. Mossheart waved his hands at the onlookers. “Do you hear me?! I shall make Beowulf pay for everything and will destroy anything that gets in my way! So sayeth Mossheart the Magnificent!”

      Even in L.A., this got a little attention from the clerks and passersby, so Manny, smiling sheepishly, grabbed Mossheart’s hand and led him back down the stairs.

      They managed to lose the clerk in the crush of customers, Manny guiding Mossheart around the side of the building where they stopped near a parking garage. “You can’t keep doing that stuff, or they’ll toss you in jail.”

      Mossheart dusted himself off, adjusting his cape. “I will lay waste to all the jails.”

      Manny smirked. “Man, that guy Beowulf must’ve done you all kinds of wrong, huh?”

      “He tried to kill me on five separate occasions.”

      “That’s fucked up.”

      “Indeed it is, Manny.”

      “So what are you gonna do now, Mister Mossheart?”

      “If Beowulf’s here, I’ll hunt him down.”

      “But you don’t know the city.”

      Mossheart nodded at the truth of this. The new land was a very strange one and he would be at a great disadvantage if forced to roam about on his own. His gaze wandered back to Manny, who was chewing on his lips. “How ‘bout I help you,” the little man said.

      “And in return…?”

      Manny took a liking for the ground. “Truth is, I don’t got a whole lot, sir. No family, no money, no real friends, and I’m small which means people mess with me all the time. Benicio and the others just kept me around for shits and giggles, you know what I’m saying?”

      Mossheart smiled. “A man who has nothing has nothing to lose, Manny.”

      Manny looked up. “My sentiments exactly. So I was thinking that maybe you can show me how to take care of myself. To do what you did to Benicio and the others before?”

      Mossheart considered these words, staring up into the sky, and then he turned to Manny and nodded. “I accept your offer.”

      Manny grinned, but not as widely as Mossheart, who realized he’d found something very valuable indeed: his first henchman.
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      Adam piloted his aging Honda Accord across town, heading up over the Sunset Strip, searching for the home of the producer Foster Frieze. He’d pulled over and done some quick research on his phone, discovering that Foster hadn’t had a producer credit since a mid-‘80s Sam Peckinpah movie.

      Moreover, Adam found that Foster had been quite the hellraiser back in the day. He was infamous for his love of young women and old booze and used to party, in the late ‘70s and ‘80s, with people like James Keach and Robert Evans and Larry Hagman at various love shacks in the wilds of Malibu.

      Back then everything he touched, all the Chuck Bronson and Burt Reynolds and Jan Michael Vincent vehicles, seemed to turn to gold. But Hollywood, as Adam knew all too well, has a way of eating its young and by the late ‘80s, Foster had been relegated to producing direct-to-video skin-flicks with the likes of ‘90s has-beens Andrew Stevens and Shannon Tweed.

      Realizing he was running late, Adam ditched his GPS and followed a number of personal shortcuts because of traffic and the closure of several roads. He’d been to so many meetings in so many parts of town, everywhere from Malibu to Montebello, that he was an expert at circumventing traffic and construction bottlenecks.

      It also helped that he was familiar with the parts of L.A. that many people didn’t know about, the backstreets and narrow alleys, along with the hidden areas under the streets, including miles of subway, equestrian, and service tunnels that he’d discovered after going on location shoots with a second unit director on a horror script he was rewriting.

      He sawed the steering wheel, twisting the Honda up into the Hollywood Hills. He lowered his dark wraparounds and rubbed his chin, peering outside at a security guard manning a booth outside a gated community.

      The guard snorted when Adam mentioned he had a meeting with Foster, but waved him past anyway.

      Ten minutes later, Adam pulled up in front of an L-shaped dwelling hidden behind a twenty-foot tall coast live oak that seemed to be napping against the side of the house. The exterior’s olive drab paint and unruly vegetation made the house appear like some sort of forgotten military outpost.

      Adam exited his car and glanced around. He’d been here once before while dropping off a script for Bruce Willis’s agent, who lived down the street. The agent had mentioned that a whole host of celebrities lived there as well, including Samuel L. Jackson and Ben Affleck.

      Moving across the street, Adam smiled at the kind of basic ranch house that might go for three hundred thousand dollars max back East. In L.A. you slapped on a Spanish-tile roof and some stucco and positioned the damned thing toward a dead mountain and presto, you were easily into the low seven-figures.

      Foster had apparently lived here since he was cast out of Bel Air after a final fall from grace in the early 1990s. It wasn’t the arrests with false-bottomed suitcases full of Bolivian flake that did Foster in. No, Hollywood had always turned a blind eye to those kinds of moral failings. Instead, the old producer had committed the unforgivable sin of getting old and losing the ability to put asses in seats.

      Adam rang the doorbell and waited, running through the two pitches he planned to make in the event that Foster was willing to hear them: one about the early days of the Pinkerton detective agency and another set in the near future that focused on a group of customs agents at a hub that handled time-travelers.

      He rang the doorbell again and a young girl with a shag of pavement-black hair that looked styled with a switchblade answered.

      A headset was looped around her cheek, and she carried a pad of paper, a water bottle, and the kind of sad look that comes with the realization of what Hollywood really is: a place where a shitload of promises are made, but few are ever kept.

      She stared down at her pad, then dredged up a smile and handed Adam the water bottle. “Foster’s waiting.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The interior of the house was as gloomy as the exterior, walls smothered in paint the color of burned cork, studded with dark oil paintings and old posters and framed stories from trade publications back in the day.

      They walked down a hallway, past posters for some of Foster’s biggest action pics and photos of Foster preening next to all-but-forgotten stars like James Coburn and Ali McGraw and Robert Webber.

      The old producer’s lair took up most of the rear of the house.

      It was a circular space that looked lifted from a hunting lodge: lots of wood paneling,  stuffed animals, Frederick Remington sculpture reproductions, and guns.

      A shitload of guns.

      Pistols, rifles, machine guns and even what looked like an old-school Tommy Gun, rocket launcher, and a grenade or two, all secured in various glass cases all around the outer edges of the space.

      Foster was near the back, half-hidden under a movie screen that adorned one wall.

      He was hunched over a drafting table and was, like so many producers in town, beyond the autumn of his years yet still dressed like a teenager: beige T-shirt, tight jeans, black-and-white Chuck Taylors, and the kind of funky glasses Adam remembered the lead singer of Weezer always wearing.

      Foster turned, and Adam could see he was degloving a red pepper with a paring knife. He smiled and waved Adam over.

      “Pleasure meeting you, Mister Frieze.”

      “Just Foster.”

      “I’m a fan,” Adam lied.

      Adam extended his hand and Foster took and pumped it. Under the glow of light from a nearby tablet, Adam could see that the combination of sun and some long-ago botched plastic surgery made Foster appear to be a creature born of exotic wood and silly-putty.

      The producer’s forehead looked like a slab of teak, his neck was deflated, and the skin that was stretched taut like a drumhead between his eyes and jaw had fallen victim to acne years ago and now looked downright lunar. It was as if somebody had started a fire on his cheeks, put it out with an icepick, and then tried to mask the resulting mess with an orbital sander.

      Foster gestured at the weapons. “I’m a big Second Amendment guy.”

      “I can see that.”

      Adam plopped down in a leather seat, Foster seated across from him, the female assistant (Adam still didn’t know her name) perched on the edge of a cream-colored couch, pen in hand, ready to transcribe. Foster munched loudly on the pepper for a few seconds before jabbing the paring knife in Adam’s direction.

      “When your manager called me I remembered your name.”

      Adam smiled.

      “You sold that Santa Claus spec didn’t you? The origin story Roth was taking point on for Universal, right?”

      Adam smiled again and nodded.

      “What happened to the script?”

      “It’s in turnaround,” Adam replied, using a term-of-art that referred to situations where the production costs incurred by a studio are declared a loss for tax purposes, thereby preventing the studio from doing anything else with the material/script.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No more than me.”

      “It’s amazing how much money this town shells out for things that never get made,” Foster said, munching on his pepper.

      Adam nodded and Foster leaned back in his chair. Adam waited for a sign from him. When none was forthcoming, he took Foster’s silence as a sign to jump right into his planned pitch, a potentially power-packed TV show about the legendary Pinkerton detective agency which was formed in 1850, and played a role in the investigation of an infamous bombing in New York City in 1920.

      “Picture this, Mister Frieze: Wall Street a little after noon,” Adam said, raising his hands for emphasis. “The year is 1920 and a terrorist has just detonated a bomb that will be—”

      Foster pursed his lips. “It’s Foster, and I’m not entertaining any pitches.”

      “But Dane said you’d be open to—”

      “Managers and agents are constantly wrong, kid. That’s why they should be treated like mushrooms. Kept in the dark until you need ‘em.”

      “So why am I here?”

      “Because I’ve got an idea to pitch to you.”

      Adam perked up as Foster looked over at his assistant who was scribbling furiously.

      “What do you think about unscripted stuff?” Foster asked. “Y’know, reality TV shows.”

      Adam froze. He had nightmarish visions of the talentless, blank-faced Kardashian klan and hillbillies wallowing in mud pools and all the terrible ways in which TLC was no longer a true learning channel. He wanted to blurt out how much he despised all of it, but instead whispered: “I guess it’s okay, but there…there’s no nuance in it.”

      “Fuck nuance,” Foster said, spitting out a pepper seed. “You want nuance go over to France cause that’s a fucking French word.”

      Adam didn’t respond.

      “You know why I like the unscripted space?”

      “No, sir.”

      “It costs about four hundred grand an hour versus two to four million for scripted. Plus unscripted shows are passive, you put ‘em on in the background and presto, no additional thinking required.”

      “Isn’t that the opposite of what you want people to do?”

      Foster dead-eyed Adam and shook his head very slowly. “My new niche is dreck, kid. You want uppity shit that panders to the coasts, flip on AMC, be one of the five people who watches crap like Mad Men. The coasts can suck my ass. Flyover America is where the manna is these days.”

      “But there’s so many–isn’t the reality market flooded with content?”

      Foster waved a hand. “Audiences vote with their remotes. We put one on, and it doesn’t play, we take a minor hit and move on to the next thing.”

      Adam’s head was spinning. “You said you had an idea…”

      Foster grinned. “I’m working up a pitch for a show about urban explorers that hopefully will combine the visceral excitement of Diners, Drives-Ins, and Dives, with the pathos of House Hunters.”

      Adam had no fucking idea what Foster was talking about, so he grunted and nodded.

      Foster flicked a finger at his assistant who handed Adam a sheaf of pitch documents, some printed pages and a few sections cut from newspapers.

      There were various articles about people exploring old buildings, tunnels, and the like in Los Angeles and other cities around the world, along with images of what looked like archaeological items.

      Adam stared at the pitch documents, realizing that even though the whole thing might be bullshit, it was something. “This looks like compelling stuff for sure,” he said.

      Foster nodded. “The kind of story that smells of money.”

      “How do I fit in, sir?”

      Foster smiled. “I’ve already got a kickass director named Ken Stinson lined up and some actors and crew on standby to shoot a sizzle-reel, a trailer. We’ll get some reenactments, some stock footage of people searching for treasures under the streets, investigating legends, that kind of shit. All I need is someone to punch up a script for me, which is where you come in.”

      “But it’s a reality show…it’s unscripted, so why would you need a script?”

      Foster and his assistant shared a laugh. “Are you new here?”

      Adam shook his head. “No, I guess I’d hoped it was as real as some of it seems to be.”

      “It’ll be as real as you write it to be. Take some time and focus on coming up with a unique host, somebody an audience has never seen before but would fall in love with. A big, strapping guy with cojones who viewers would want to follow into the friggin’ pits of hell. Do that and come up with a cool way into the show, and I think we’ll have something.”

      Adam nodded, taking it all in. “Sounds good, sir. Once you send over the offer to my agent I’ll start—”

      “Offer?” Foster chuckled. “This has to be done on spec.”

      Adam’s heart lurched at the dreaded word “spec” which meant no money would be changing hands. He wanted to ask Foster to name another business where you could work your ass off and never get paid for your labor, but then thought better of it.

      “But I’m in the writer’s guild, Mister Frieze.”

      “That’s right, you are. You got in on that Santa Claus spec of yours. How long ago did you sell that script?”

      “Four years ago.”

      Foster sucked on his teeth. “Might as well be a thousand years ago.”

      Adam’s head sank.

      “How ‘bout this,” Foster added. “You come up with something special in the next twenty-four hours, and I’ll pay you for your treatment.”

      “How much?”

      “Twenty-five hundred bucks.”
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* * *

      Adam exited Foster’s house with every intention of calling up his manager and chewing him out for setting up the meeting. Three hours out of his day (including the driving) to be treated like the William Holden character in Sunset Boulevard by a has-been whose only offer was a glorified gopher gig on a reality show that was probably never going to get picked up.

      But then Adam stopped and stared up at the sun. He wiped a few pebbles of sweat from his forehead and realized that he had the chance, if Foster liked his treatment, of picking up twenty-five hundred dollars and maybe more if the show got made and he was included as a producer or a creative consultant. Twenty-five hundred certainly wasn’t a ton of money, but at the moment, it sure seemed like it.

      Adam powered up the Accord and drove east, then down through the hills.

      He looked out his window as everything whipped past: power lines, palm trees, tiny women driving enormous cars, and damaged souls stalking the streets, hoping and praying for a proper end or a new beginning. He thought back on the old line that L.A. isn’t a real city…it just plays one on camera.

      He knew he needed to come up with a unique angle for the show.

      He needed inspiration.

      He needed another break.

      He needed something big to happen and he needed it to happen fast.

      As if on cue, forms flapped out in front of him and then—

      “Jesus!” Adam screamed, standing on the brakes.

      The Accord swerved and skidded to a stop, nearly running over three figures who were standing near the bumper.
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      Adam blinked.

      WTF?

      The three figures, a guy and two ladies, were half-naked, dressed like rejects from some old sword and sorcery movie. Adam assumed they were extras from a movie that was shooting nearby and so he exited the Accord and raised a hand in a gesture of goodwill.

      The man, who was big and ripped and carrying the largest sword Adam had ever seen, swapped looks with Adam. Then he loosed a guttural roar and swung the sword so wildly that it bounced off the side panel and punctured the Accord’s left front tire. Adam’s jaw dropped as he listened to the air gushing from the tire.

      “The metal dreki is no more!” the man screamed, his voice booming, as if he had a bullhorn hidden at the base of his throat.

      “Hey! That’s my car!” Adam shrieked in reply.

      The man waved his sword. “That was a dragon!”

      The two women, who looked like a pair of muscular centerfolds, strode confidently toward Adam. Both of them were dressed in leggings and barely-there skintight clothing. One of them wore one of those old horned Viking helmets, and the other was wearing a green crown made from what looked like leaves.

      The man, who was several inches over six feet tall and looked to weigh an easy two-thirty, hoisted his sword and brushed past a startled Adam. He peered into the Accord. “What kind of magic makes this work?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      The big man gaped at Adam. “It uses no horses or oxen.”

      “Yeah, cause it’s a car.”

      Adam watched the man mouth the word “car.”

      “You guys still in character?” Adam asked. Turning to the women, “Game of Thrones shooting an episode around here or something?”

      “Thrones are no game, wizard,” the taller of the women said, absolutely no emotion in her smoky eyes. She removed Adam’s glasses from his face and peered through them.

      Adam took the glasses back, trying hard to peel his eyes away from the ladies’ frames, which were somehow simultaneously tight and curvy in all the right places.

      “Look, I give up,” Adam said, pulling his cell phone out. “You guys shredded my tire, so maybe I’ll just call the cops and get this whole thing straightened out.”

      Adam dialed 911 and the smaller of the women snatched the phone from his hand and placed it to her ear.

      “Demons!” she shrieked, before slamming the phone into the street.

      “Hey! Not the phone!”

      Adam dropped to his knees, clutching at his ruined phone which was cracked. “That was an Apple!”

      The man pursed his lips. “That was no apple, soothsayer.”

      “More like a sorcery box,” one of the women said.

      “It was a phone!” Adam said, standing, trying to power the phone back up to no avail. “And it’s not funny anymore, so drop the act, okay?”

      Adam watched the man and the women converse in a language he didn’t understand although it sounded vaguely Scandinavian.

      “What is this place?” the big man asked Adam.

      Adam couldn’t believe the three were still acting and he was beginning to worry that maybe they were nuts, psychotics escaped from some mental hospital. “No offense, but I’m leaving.”

      “Not before you answer me this one question!” the man shouted.

      Adam pivoted a final time and the man asked again, “What is this place?”

      “C’mon, man, you know what it is. It’s L.A. Los Angeles.”

      The big dude nodded as if deep in contemplation. “Before we were taken up in the wizard’s spell, it was ten winters after Hredel assumed the throne of the Geats.”

      Adam scratched his head. “Yeah, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but it’s the year 2018, pal.”

      The man’s face fell and the color seemed to drain from the cheeks of two women. If they were acting, they were pros Adam thought.  “Look, if you guys are in trouble, I could—”

      “Mossheart did this,” the man said. “He conjured up a spell and brought us here.”

      “Who’s Mossheart?”

      “Besides being a bacraut, an asshole, he’s an alchemist,” Beowulf replied.

      Adam smirked. “Alchemy? You mean turning one thing into another? Like…transmutation?”

      “You know of alchemy?”

      “It’s a profession on World of Warcraft.”

      “Where is this war on craft being fought?” the taller woman asked.

      “Everywhere. I mean, it’s on a computer.”

      “How do you know this?” the shorter woman asked.

      Adam shrugged. “I know a little about a lot of things that unfortunately don’t really help me most of the time. I’m a screenwriter.”

      “You write on screens?” the short woman asked.

      Adam chuckled. “Not exactly. More like…I tell stories.”

      “Ah, a skald,” the other woman said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “She means a scop,” the man replied. “A bard. One who tells tales.”

      “Yep, that’s me,” Adam said. “Teller of tales and owner of a crappy car with a bad tire.” He groaned, realizing without a phone that he’d have to go down and hit up a towing company to retrieve his car and slap on a new tire.

      He reached into the Accord and popped on the hazard lights. Then, tired of bullshitting around with what he was beginning to suspect were a trio of porn stars who were coming down from some hellacious high (probably ‘shrooms), he grabbed the pitch documents, stuffed them in a pocket and wheeled around, walking down the hill toward West Hollywood.

      He was surprised when the trio followed him, the man hauling that big-ass sword which scraped periodically against the concrete.

      Adam tried to ditch the trio by heading down a few narrow side streets, but the man and the women, who barely broke a sweat, were much faster than he was. He was beginning to think he’d have to flag a cop down soon if they kept shadowing him.

      “Where are you going?” the man asked.

      “To find someone to fix my car.”

      The large man walked face-first into a street sign, nearly breaking it in half. He dropped his sword which Adam grabbed and lifted, the damn thing weighing an easy sixty pounds. Adam held the sword out, realizing that the man seemed a little cross-eyed, almost as if he’d forgotten to wear his glasses.

      “What’s your name?” the man asked, taking the sword back while rubbing his forehead.

      “Adam,” Adam said, annoyed. “Adam Fraser.”

      “Good to meet you, Adam. I’m Beowulf son of Ecgtheow of Gotaland and kinsman to King Hygelac. This is Aerowynn and Zori, kin to Queen Ragnak the Rude.”

      The shorter, more tomboyish woman, Zori, flashed a flirty smile. The other woman, who was of considerable stature and long-limbed like the love-child of a thoroughbred and a Greek goddess statue come to life, eyed him warily. Adam laughed out loud. “Yeah, and I’m King Leonidas.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, your excellency,” Beowulf said, grabbing Adam’s wrist in the strangest handshake he’d ever seen.

      “No, no, that was a joke,” Adam said, breaking Beowulf’s vise-like grip. “I was kidding.”

      “I wasn’t,” Beowulf replied.

      “Okay, so you’re sticking with that, huh? Your name’s Beowulf?

      Beowulf remained silent and Adam tapped his shoe on the ground. “Cut the shit, okay?”

      Beowulf nodded, raising his sword. “Fine, yes, point out the dung and I will cut it.”

      “I didn’t mean that,” Adam said, trailing off. Then, exasperated, “Just…why are you following me?”

      “Because you are the tale-teller,” Zori said, smiling lasciviously at Adam. “Where we come from, the ones who tell stories hold positions of high station. They are esteemed and followed.”

      “And besides, we are new here and know not this place,” Aerowynn added. “In addition, the little people have warned me that you have a way about you. An aura. That you are one to watch.”

      Adam looked at Beowulf who remarked, “She’s very spiritual.”

      “She hears voices,” Zori offered with a smile.

      “Yeah, that sounds super crazy and all, but I’m going home,” Adam said, realizing he’d need the landline at his apartment to call a tow truck.

      “Then we shall come with you,” Beowulf said.

      “Why should I let you guys into my place?”

      Beowulf lifted his sword. “Because if we are in this place, then it is highly likely that Mossheart is here as well.”

      “And if he’s here,” Aerowynn said. “He’ll know that you’re with us which means you are in very great danger.”

      Adam decided to call their bluff. “But you’re supposed to be a bunch of badasses, right? Beowulf’s a monster killer and all, so why don’t you just take this Mossheart guy out yourselves?”

      Beowulf’s face fell. He lowered his rucksack and opened it. There wasn’t much inside. What appeared to be a few jewels, a few colorless hunks of meat, some crystals, and two golden devices, one of which resembled a large pocket watch.

      “Ordinarily, we could handle the wizard,” Beowulf replied. “But as a result of his spell I’ve lost my vitality band and four weapons that matter most: Bodn, the jar that contained a protective salve; Megingjord, a belt that provides incredible strength; a portion of Gungnir, Odin’s spear; and the Dromi, my bindings that came from the chain that once held Fenrir, the only thing that can tether Mossheart. They were ripped away from me and likely scattered over this city. If we could only track them down…”

      “Yeah, sorry to hear about that, but there’s not much I can do so…”

      Beowulf plucked out a dime-sized jewel from his sack. He held it up to Adam. “This will be yours if you assist us on our journey.”

      Adam squinted as Beowulf handed the sparkling jewel to him. “What is it?”

      “An item of great value,” Zori said.

      “I’d wager it’s worth more than ten chariots,” Beowulf said.

      “Because yours was not a particularly attractive chariot,” Aerowynn added.

      “I know.”

      Beowulf nodded. “It looked little better than a dung-cart if truth be told.”

      “Alright!” Adam replied. “I get it. I realize my car’s a piece of crap, okay?”

      The others fell silent and Adam perused the jewel. He wasn’t completely buying their story, but the rock looked real and at the very least it might be worth enough to cover the cost of a tow and fire. Moreover, even if he wanted to lose the three whack-jobs he was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to. They were bigger and faster than he was and God only knew what they were capable of. He pocketed the jewel and motioned for the trio to follow him, plotting a way to ditch them once he arrived at his apartment.
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      While Adam and his new friends were heading down Hollywood Boulevard, Mossheart was perched on the edge of a parking garage roof, peering down at the city. His instinct, his second sense, told him that Beowulf was somewhere down below, waiting to strike back at him at a time of his choosing.

      Mossheart removed the glove on his right hand and opened his sack. He removed the small stone bird and the pouches that contained the ingredients for his spells.

      After counting and recounting the pouches, he poured a precise amount from each onto the ground and used his index finger to swirl the ingredients together, thereby creating a conjuring that would give life to the small bird.

      “Need any help?” Manny asked.

      Mossheart shook his head, concentrating, speaking words that came from a grimoire known as the Illumination of Knowledge that was written by a Babylonian prince named Zabulon. There was a method to casting certain spells, a precise manner which involved creating an image of an animal, and on the head of the image carving a name, and on its chest the seven names of first hour and then the words. The words had to be spoken precisely three times.

      He’d done this before, several times, using the bird to track down or spy on his enemies. And on one prior occasion, he’d fitted the bird with another potion, not as powerful as a true spell but effective nonetheless, that could turn a person into a demonic assassin.

      The words were spoken, the ingredients cast into the air, and then Mossheart raised the stone bird and literally breathed life into the sparrow-sized creature.

      “Jesus!” Manny shouted, crabbing back.

      Mossheart turned, his mouth creaking into a rictus. He held the bird in the palm of his hands.

      “What is that?” Manny asked.

      “The manifestation of my second sight,” Mossheart replied. “I’ve used it before. I will send it to collect Beowulf’s scent and will go into your city and track down the bastard if he’s here. And then he’ll do something else for me.”

      Manny licked his lips. “Like what?”

      “Like blowing a potion into the face of someone near Beowulf, warping them, allowing me to take over their mind and create a demon that will do my bidding and run amok.”

      “Is running amok a good thing?”

      Mossheart smiled. “You’ll come to find, Manny, that I love when things run amok.”

      He released the bird and it took flight, soaring off the edge of the roof, slicing through the air, searching for Beowulf. Mossheart stood on the very edge of the roof, laughing, thinking of the surprises he had in store for Beowulf.

      Mossheart and Manny moved away from the edge of the roof, strolling down through the garage, when something caught the alchemist’s eye. It was a placard with words and strange symbols, an advertisement that read: “Milestones! DNA and Ancient Genetic Material Supershow! Come See The Building Blocks Of The Monsters Of Old!”

      “What is that?” Mossheart asked.

      “Looks like a show of some kind down at the convention center.” Manny scanned the fine print. “Something about DNA from old-time monsters and hey! They mention your boy!”

      Mossheart looked up. “Which boy?”

      “Grendel,” Manny said, stabbing a finger at the poster. “It says something about Grendel here.”

      Mossheart leaned in close to the poster. His heart leaped and he said a quick prayer to the Ancient of Days, the deity he believed had created everything. There was a reason he’d been brought here, and that reason was to defeat Beowulf and resurrect an army of creatures to take over the world. “How far away is this center?”

      “By foot, probably an hour and a half or so,” Manny replied.

      Mossheart gestured to a nearby, brand-new chariot with the word “Audi” pinned to the back. He scanned the numbers on a plate on the back of the chariot. All of them were master numbers which was a very good thing. “What if we were to travel by chariot?”

      “With traffic maybe twenty minutes, but we don’t have a car, Mister Mossheart.”

      Mossheart removed the gloves from his hands and smiled at the Audi. “We don’t have one yet, Manny.”

      Manny nodded. “If you get me inside I can make it work, sir.”

      Mossheart grinned. “You see that? We’re already working as a team.” The alchemist muttered a minor fire spell, gentling the blue flames that licked the tips of his fingers. He pressed them to the glass on the driver’s side window and carved a fist-sized circular hole in the glass. Then he blew the fire from his fingers as Manny reached through the hole, popped the locks, and entered the car, wriggling his fingers, stripping wires from under the steering column.
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      Adam padded up Hollywood Boulevard with Beowulf and the ladies in tow.

      “You know what that was back there, right?” Adam said to Beowulf.

      “What?”

      “Me running into you was the inciting incident.”

      Beowulf’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It’s a term of art, a story-telling thing screenwriters use. An event that happens that throws an ordinary person’s life out of whack and sends them on a great adventure.”

      “Then consider yourself lucky, Adam Fraser.”

      “The only problem is this isn’t an adventure.”

      Beowulf flashed a smile. “Give it time. The day is still young.”

      “What about your lady friends?”

      “What about them?”

      “No, nothing, I was just curious about the situation...”

      Beowulf looked perplexed. “As the old sages once said, with arms and vestments friends should each other gladden those which are in themselves most slightly.”

      Adam scratched his head. “I literally have no idea what you just said.”

      “What I meant is, I have known them not if that’s what you were asking. We are comrades in arms, nothing more as it’s unwise to stab your sword in the village well. Besides, where I come from it is not unusual for men and women to fight side-by-side.

      “Good to know,” Adam replied, then pointing at a splotch of red on Beowulf’s hand. “You’re bleeding, big guy.”

      Beowulf grimaced. “Mossheart cut me with his ring.”

      “Doesn’t look too bad,” Adam said even though Beowulf’s look said that it was anything but.

      The four soon moved into the seedier part of Hollywood Boulevard, sliding by hollow-eyed runaways looking for their big breaks, and the freaks dressed as Star Wars and comic book characters.

      Beowulf used his sword to spear a few pieces of trash. “Your city is filthy.”

      “Yeah, it’s not for everyone.”

      “And these symbols,” Zori said, trying carefully not to stop on the terrazzo and brass Hollywood stars embedded in the sidewalk. “What sort of witchery is this?”

      Adam laughed. “You’ve never been here? This is the Walk of Fame. These are the names of famous people.”

      “What does famous mean?” Zori asked.

      “It means everybody in the world knows your name,” Adam replied.

      “What are they famous for?” Beowulf asked.

      “Acting mostly.” Beowulf’s eyebrows arched in curiosity and Adam continued. “You know, saying words in a movie.”

      “Why would someone who merely says words be famous?” Aerowynn asked.

      This stumped Adam for a moment and before he could answer, an actor dressed as Jon Snow from Game of Thrones came romping down the sidewalk, flashing a large, foam sword. “I am the trueborn son of Lannister!”

      Beowulf unleashed a punch, an errant strike that struck the man in the forehead.

      “Whoa, whoa!” Adam shouted. “What the hell was that?!”

      “I know the Lannisters,” Beowulf said. “And this man is no Lannister!”

      The Jon Snow actor stood and realized just how big Beowulf was. “I’m gonna sue your ass off, dickhead!” he said before running off into the crowd, shouting for the police.

      Adam approached Beowulf. “You can’t just beat people up. We need to get out of here now. That guy is gonna get the cops and bust all of us.”

      Adam led the way, moving briskly down Hollywood Boulevard, trying to outpace the punched actor before he could reach the police. They weaved between crowds and some guy grabbed Zori’s boobs when she wasn’t looking. Adam grabbed the guy’s arm and shoved him away. “Hey, man, leave her alone!”

      Zori turned as the man glared at Adam and crabbed back.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Adam said. “You know how it is around here. Rough area.”

      Zori adjusted her horned helmet and smiled. “Even though I could have handled him easily, thank you.”

      She turned and her breasts came perilously close to knocking Adam over. His mouth suddenly went dry as his cheeks flushed. “D-don’t m-mention it,” Adam stuttered, his glasses fogging up. “How come you and Aerowynn don’t have weapons, by the way? Your man friend  has that cool sword.”

      “Because women are like wolves, Adam. They can get by on very little. But men are like house cats. They need to be fed, stroked, and given shiny things to keep their attention, and if left by themselves, they eventually die.”

      “You’re definitely right about the stroked part.”

      She laughed, a glorious little snicker, and ran two fingers down Adam’s thigh as he removed his still-fogged glasses and headed out in front of the others, leading them down Fairfax Avenue. In the distance, he could see the Farmer’s Market and the neon sign for The Oasis, the complex where he lived.

      The group padded down the sidewalk, past a row of small shops and bodegas. There was an old woman outside telling fortunes, seated on a chair next to an old boombox that was playing some crappy Maroon 5 song.

      Zori bristled, icing the old woman with a volcanic look.

      “What’s the matter?” Adam asked.

      “I’m going to pound the darkness out of her.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because she’s a sorceress.”

      “She tells fortunes.”

      “That is a difference without a distinction,” Zori replied, clenching and unclenching her fist.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Adam said, stepping in front of her. “I don’t know where you guys came from—”

      “The Land of the Geats and the Land of the Danes near Lejre,” Beowulf replied, as several passersby shot quizzical looks at him.

      “Yeah, okay, but as I think you know, you’re in Los Angeles now. Around here we engage in random acts of kindness, not violence.”

      Beowulf scrunched his nose up. “That is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Aerowynn nodded. “How can you force another to do your bidding without violence?”

      Adam sighed. “Look, that’s just how it is, so get with the program.”

      Beowulf nodded, then he smashed the boombox with his sword as the old woman ran for cover.

      “Why did you destroy the music?!” Adam cried.

      “Whatever that was, it was not music,” Beowulf replied.

      The old woman reappeared holding up a cellphone, snapping pictures as Adam raised his hand. “He’s sorry! It was just a joke! Bad batch of acid!”

      He ran after the other three, taking shelter around a corner, before cutting past the Farmer’s Market and the Writer’s Guild building. Adam signaled for the others to follow him toward The Oasis, the apartment building up ahead. “That’s me.”

      They moved around the side of the building and Beowulf whistled. “This borgar-gord is all yours?”

      “What?”

      “This impressive stronghold.”

      Adam shook his head. “No, I only rent a room.”

      Adam moved through the lobby and cut past the pool where Sawyer, Jaxx, and the others were hanging out. They cast suspicious looks at Adam and his companions.

      Beowulf rested his sword on the chain link fence around the pool and gaped at Sawyer. “You have many comely maidens living in your hall, Adam. And a fine grotto for them to frolic in.”

      “Forget about her.”

      “Why?”

      “We used to be friends, but now she’s hooking up with some bonehead and won’t even give me the time of day.”

      Beowulf stared into the sky. “It is hadegi. High day.”

      “What?”

      “That is the time of day, Adam.”

      Adam chuckled. “You’re funny, man. What kind of drugs are you and your lady friends on by the way?”

      Beowulf didn’t respond, pointing instead at Sawyer. “What is her name?”

      “Sawyer.”

      “That beautiful creature cuts wood?”

      Adam smiled. “What? Oh, I get it. Because the word Sawyer means someone who cuts down trees, right?”

      Beowulf nodded. “She could work on my log any day.”

      Adam suppressed a smirk. “It’s just a name.”

      “Why would someone name a female that?”

      “Because it’s L.A., Beo.”

      “What did you call me?”

      “Beo. Because it’s easier to say. It’s like Leo without the Wulf.”

      Beowulf laughed at this. “I think I’m beginning to dislike you less, Adam Fraser.”

      Before Adam could respond, Jaxx sauntered over. “You know what they say about people who can’t sell scripts right, Fraser?”

      Zori pointed at Jaxx’s bare feet. “You know what they say about a man with small feet?” Before Jaxx could respond, Zori added, “Small boots.”

      Adam grinned hugely, feeling emboldened as he stood there, flanked by the three musclebound figures. Jaxx shot a nasty look at Adam and the others. “Yeah, whatever, bro. We’re off to the club soon anyway so later, losers,” Jaxx said as Beowulf raised his sword toward Sawyer in a very suggestive manner.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Circling overhead, unnoticed by Adam and the others, was Mossheart’s bird. The tiny creature caught sight of Adam and the others and arced around to follow, zooming down, but was unable to catch the scent of Beowulf, who was already inside the apartment building. It did, however, capture Adam’s scent before veering off and around.

      The bird rocketed up and landed on a railing bolted to a deck on the second floor of the building.

      The bird turned and chirped at Adam’s landlord, Sid Crooks, who lived in the apartment attached to the deck; he was visible through an open set of French doors.

      “Get the hell outta here!” Sid said, clutching a bottle of beer while moving out onto the deck to scare the animal off.

      The bird alighted, but not before it buzzed in front of Sid’s face, hovering there only for an instant. It paused, then vomited a surprisingly large amount of golden dust in his face.

      Sid dropped his beer and stumbled back, coughing, eyes closed as he staggered like a drunken man. “Goddamn bird!” he shouted, inhaling the dust.

      When he opened his eyes, the bird was gone.

      Sid smiled, and then his stomach lurched and he clutched his side.

      Gasping, his felt his eyes roll back in their sockets.

      Sid’s last two thoughts before the dust and Mossheart’s spell overwhelmed him were that his body was no longer his own and that he had to go up to Adam Fraser’s apartment and kill anyone he found inside.
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      Adam opened the door to his apartment, ushering everyone inside.

      “You have a portal,” Beowulf said, admiring the small window at the back of the apartment. “And your walls are made from something other than wattle. Most impressive. An abode fit for a proper lord. But where are your byre and cooking fire?”

      “Not sure what a byre is, but the kitchen’s back there,” Adam said, pointing to the other side of the space. He noticed Zori and Aerowynn staring at his TV and assumed they were still under the spell of whatever mushrooms or tabs they’d dropped. “That’s just a television, by the way, ladies. Remember, no demons inside.”

      Aerowynn frowned. “I don’t trust the teller of tales, Beowulf. Maybe he’s in league with Mossheart. Maybe this is all a trap.”

      Adam was beginning to think that the taller woman, Aerowynn, didn’t like him. He gestured at the crappy apartment. “Does this really look like the apartment of a guy who’s in cahoots with a sorcerer?”

      “Alchemist,” Beowulf said, correcting him.

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Better capes,” Zori said.

      Adam headed into his room, which was cluttered with books, scripts, and magazines. He hunted through a small mountain of books and picked up a miniature Beowulf flip book, a new sort of horizontal book championed by the YA author John Green that was like flipping a screen. He’d bought the book for research purposes when he was working on a low-budget action script involving the Vikings, picking it up at the Strand bookstore on Broadway in New York City.

      He lifted the book and fanned the pages, thinking that the faux Beowulf back in his living room might get a kick out of it.

      “You have many tales here,” a woman said.

      Adam flinched and looked back to see Zori framed in the doorway, admiring the books. She picked several up and fanned the pages. “I have great admiration for a man who can both read and write.”

      Adam gestured to the books. “Go ahead and take one if you want it.”

      “I can’t read.”

      “Seriously?”

      She nodded, whispering, “Read something to me.”

      Adam read a few lines from the Beowulf book and Zori beamed. “You don’t know how powerful you are, Adam. The ability to read and create stories is one of the purest kinds of  magic.”

      He fought off a smile. “I don’t know about that…”

      “It’s true. But I want you to know that I have other skills,” she said. “Aerowynn is good with divination and spells and I’m good with my hands.”

      They exchanged a long look and Adam gulped. “Metalwork, I meant,” Zori added. “A fine hewer.” She grabbed a handful of paper clips off a nightstand and, fingers moving in a blur, refashioned them into what looked like a sculpture of a mythical beast.

      Adam smiled. “That’s pretty awesome.”

      She handed the sculpture to Adam. “I’m also an expert at fashioning crucible steel.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      She stepped closer to Adam, removing her horned helmet, shaking loose her long, lustrous hair. “It’s only the finest steel that has ever been made. Forged in fire, and tempered by blood. Originally from Wayland, the smith of the gods, it’s much stronger than the steel from Damascus. It’s the material that Beowulf’s sword is made from.”

      “He’s got a pretty big sword.”

      Zori rubbed her hand along the side of Adam’s leg and he suddenly had some steel in his pants.

      “I think yours is probably bigger,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling.

      “Yeah, okay, I–I think the others are probably waiting for us,” Adam blubbered.

      “So let them wait,” she said. “Besides, Aerowynn was always more of a watcher than a waiter.”

      “I don’t think she likes me.”

      Zori grinned. “She’s not like me. She takes a while to warm up.”

      Adam’s glasses fogged. Zori removed them and wiped them off on the flimsy fabric that covered her heavy breasts. and then she kissed Adam long and hard while grabbing his dick. Then she released her breasts and stroked her rather sizable nipples as Adam leaned forward to help when—

      “Is everything okay in there?” Beowulf asked.

      Adam jumped, then quickly recovered. “Yep, we’re cool–I’m cool, everything’s fine!” he shouted in response, his voice cracking.

      He reached for Zori again and she swatted him playfully in the face. “You don’t get to taste my nectar until you’ve helped us on our journey to defeat the wizard.”

      “But, I thought we had a thing going here.”

      She nodded. “And we will continue our thing, but only after Mossheart is stopped. We work together as a team.”

      “Yeah, cool, whatever you say.”

      She smiled. “And once that happens I will make you feel things you’ve never felt before, Adam Fraser. You won’t be able to walk for a week. Does that sound agreeable to you?”

      “Yes, absolutely, positively,” Adam replied in rapid-fire fashion. “The not walking stuff sounds awesome.”

      She grinned and exited as Adam grabbed the Beowulf book and began reading it while heading back into the living room: “Famed was this Beowulf: far flew the boast of him, son of Scyld, in the Scandian lands. So becomes it a youth to quit him well—”

      “With his father’s friends, by fee and gift,” Beowulf said without even turning around.

      Adam stopped and Beowulf did something that caused the tiny hairs on the back of Adam’s neck to stand at attention. He proceeded to recite the words that followed from the Beowulf book.

      Every single one of them.

      Adam swallowed hard.

      Either the guy standing in front of him had a photographic memory or there was something else going on. Something very, very strange.

      A knock sounded on the front door.

      Adam looked sideways.

      He took a step and that’s when it happened.

      The door imploded and in rushed Sid Crooks, his face screwed up in agony, a pair of butcher’s knives in his hands.
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      “Mister Crooks!” Adam shouted.

      Sid Crooks didn’t respond and didn’t hesitate, going instead on the attack. He swung his knives at Zori and Aerowynn, who ducked under the swipes.

      Zori dropped low and threw an uppercut that rocked Sid’s jaw. He barely reacted, a guttural laugh coming from deep down in his belly as Adam threw up his hands. “What’s the matter, Mister Crooks?!”

      Sid turned to him and Adam could see that something had gone terribly wrong. Sid’s eyes glowed with an unholy light and the muscles in his face twitched and jittered as if the real Sid Crooks was on the inside trying to bust loose.

      “I–I’ll have the money for you in the morning, sir,” Adam stammered. “I–I swear.”

      “That ain’t good enough, Fraser,” Sid croaked.

      “What do you want?”

      “Your fucking life!” Sid screamed.

      The knives came down and Adam brought the Beowulf book up.

      The knives slammed into the book as Adam shrieked and Sid wrenched the book away. He raised the knives over his head as Aerowynn punted him in the groin. This dropped Sid to his knees as Aerowynn brought her foot around, booting him in the head.

      Sid rolled over and groaned, but quickly torqued himself up.

      He lowered his shoulder and ran into Aerowynn, picking her up and slamming her halfway through the drywall near the front door.

      Aerowynn yelped and brought both hands down on Sid’s back. Sid bit the air near her head and she threw an elbow like a shiv that caught him in the nose. Sid folded up like a cheap card table, then groped around for his knives, snatching them up. He lunged at Zori, who jabbed him in the face. Then he brought the knives around, when a whistling sound filled the apartment.

      It was Beowulf. His sword was emitting some kind of high-pitched shriek that sounded like a hundred tuning forks being plucked at once.

      Sid turned and Beowulf brought the sword around.

      “Wait! No!” Adam shouted, but it was too late.

      The blade came down at a strange angle but nevertheless sliced through Sid’s neck.

      His head left his shoulders and Adam was shocked that there were only a few rivulets of red. But then his headless body stagger-stepped and blood began to fountain, spraying everywhere before slamming to the ground, the head rolling around like a dropped quarter.

      All sound leeched from the room.

      Adam still couldn’t believe what he’d witnessed and kept looking around to see if there was a camera in sight. He wondered if maybe he was the one on drugs, or whether the guy and the two ladies had somehow slipped him something.

      “What. The. Hell. Just. Happened?” Adam asked.

      “Faen,” Beowulf said, wiping the blood from the blade of his sword.

      “That guy was my landlord!” Adam replied.

      Beowulf pursed his lips. “Not anymore.”

      Adam wanted to slam the front door and lock it, but the door had been ripped from its hinges! How the hell had Mr. Crooks done that?

      There were shouts and screams from outside and down the hall. Adam realized that the cops would be there soon. He had fleeting thoughts of remaining behind to explain everything and whether the rent would still be due, but then realized how it would look. The decapitated body of a landlord inside the apartment of a tenant who was behind on his rent. And the only excuse? That the landlord was a demon and had been killed by a man who claimed to be the warrior Beowulf.

      Not. Good.

      “We have to go now!” Adam shouted.

      Beowulf and the ladies headed outside and Adam followed them, stopping only to grab the Beowulf book which was speckled with Sid’s blood, and the pitch documents he’d been given by Foster Frieze. He wiped the blood from the book and stopped in the middle of the hall, getting frantic looks from two other tenants. Adam realized there was no way he could ditch Beowulf or whatever the hell his real name was.

      He was in with them now, an accessory to what had happened back in his apartment.

      An accessory to murder.

      Adam tore down the hallway and stumbled into a person. Shit! It was Sawyer, the girl from the pool. Sawyer’s eyes went wide and Adam noticed that his shirt was dotted with Mister Crooks’s blood.

      “Adam…what the hell is going on?” she said.

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “Is that blood on your shirt?”

      “Okay, maybe it is what you think…”

      “Are you in some kind of trouble?” Sawyer asked.

      Where to start? Adam thought, fumbling for the right words, some semblance of an explanation. And then he saw something come over Sawyer. She was scared and for a moment she let down her guard and resembled the girl Adam had known many months before. The one who hadn’t yet been blinded by the lights of Hollywood, the one that hung out with him at night, running through scripts, talking about ideas and books, and her undying love for Plankton, the tiny green villain on the cartoon Spongebob Squarepants. The one that he’d shared a quick kiss with on a stormy night that already seemed like ages ago.

      “I can explain, okay? It’s all…just part of a movie,” he lied.

      Beowulf appeared at the end of the hallway and whistled for him to follow. Adam was torn but mustered a faint smile.

      “I’ll tell you everything later, Sawyer, okay?”

      She nodded and he ran past her, following after Beowulf and the ladies.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The tiny bird flew back over the city and eventually found Mossheart, who was standing on La Brea Avenue near the boosted Audi, waiting for Manny to obtain what he called a hot dog from Pink’s Hot Dogs which Mossheart was shocked to find, was not actually a dog. Mossheart spotted the bird and held out his hand as it landed in the palm. He didn’t immediately recognize the musk on the bird’s beak but assumed it must be that of Beowulf.

      He sat on a nearby bench next to an elderly Hispanic man who did a double-take at the cape and clothing he was wearing before walking off. Mossheart opened his sack and removed one of the pouches containing the powdered ingredients for summoning up a vision. It was a spell that he could only use once and was the primary way he could receive whatever information the bird had witnessed.

      Kneeling, Mossheart arranged the ingredients on the sidewalk, then rearranged them four more times before creating a well in the powder that he spat into. Then he removed a portion of the gold from Benicio’s thugs and placed it in the center of the well. The spittle touched the gold and a reaction occurred. Mossheart grinned, watching the ingredients bubble and smoke. Manny was shouting something, but Mossheart couldn’t hear him. Time and sound had slowed as the images from the POV of the bird played in front of him when—

      There was a flash of light and then Mossheart saw him. Beowulf! Yes, the big bastard was indeed in this strange new land, along with the two wenches and a fourth person. Mossheart didn’t recognize the fourth person, but it didn’t matter. Nor did the fact that he was now down to four spells. All that mattered was that his sworn enemy was within striking distance. Peering closer, he could tell that something was wrong with Beowulf. The warrior was slump-shouldered and his face was pale. The poisonous nightshade he’d coated his ring with had worked! Mossheart chuckled, realizing Beowulf was weak. “Now is the time to strike,” he whispered.
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      Adam led Beowulf and the ladies on a ragged run outside of his apartment building. They took cover behind a wall as someone shrieked from inside. It was only a matter of time before the dots were connected and the cops came looking for him. Shit! Adam was on the verge of a mental meltdown as he led the trio through an alley and behind a series of apartment buildings where he leaned against a trash dumpster to catch his breath.

      He kicked the dumpster. “Shit! Shit!”

      Beowulf nodded. “I know, I know. I’m angry too. It’s clear that the demon Mossheart is here in this city. That was his handiwork.”

      “That’s not what I’m angry about!” Adam said, wheeling around. “Jesus. Y-you killed a guy!”

      Beowulf held Adam’s look. “That was no mortal back there. That lord of your land was a heljin. A faen.”

      “A what?”

      “A demon in the guise of a man,” Aerowynn said.

      “One who was taken over by another,” Zori added.

      Adam ran a hand through his hair. He didn’t know what to believe anymore. He was essentially now homeless and down to his last few bucks, and to make matters worse, his last opportunity, the reality show pitch, was due in less than twenty-four hours! If that wasn’t bad enough, a man was dead and while arguably Beowulf had been defending himself, Adam reckoned that he would likely be blamed for it.

      For an instant he thought about just running away, hitching a ride, and getting the hell out of Los Angeles, but Crooks had been killed in his apartment! No, he wouldn’t even make it across the state line before the cops nabbed him and besides, the big guy and the ladies would surely get caught and then blame everything on him. Nope, the only thing that made sense was to stick with them and come clean and try to explain what had happened.

      “We’ve got to go to the police,” Adam said, shuddering a ferocious sigh.

      Beowulf’s eyebrows went up. “What is a police?”

      “Cut the crap, okay? You know the police are the cops, law enforcement.”

      “The lawmakers?” Zori asked.

      “No, the ones who make sure the laws are obeyed,” Adam replied, exasperated. “The ones who are gonna send us all to jail.”

      “Is jail a good place?” Beowulf asked.

      “No, it’s bad. Very bad.”

      “Then we won’t go,” Zori said.

      “You won’t have a choice. The only way out of this thing is if we find a way to explain what happened back there.”

      “For that, we need to track down Mossheart,” Beowulf said.

      Adam shook his head, fighting to process just how ludicrous the conversation was. “Okay, so let’s assume this Mossheart is the answer to everything. How do we find him?”

      “He isn’t the answer, he’s the end of everything and it’s not safe to confront him until I find my weapons. The ones that were stripped from me in the wizard’s vortex. They are the only things that can properly bind him.”

      “Assuming any of that’s true, how do we track them down?”

      Beowulf lowered his rucksack to the ground, revealing two items Adam had glimpsed earlier, the ones that were gold in color. The first item was a small triangular stand, and the other was the larger device that resembled a pocket watch.

      Beowulf positioned the watch-sized object on the stand and Adam squinted, noting that the device was incredibly intricate, containing a translucent face that shielded a lacework of what looked like gears made from gold and silver that were filigreed with strange markings and symbols. In the center of the gears was a heart-shaped vial that contained a minute amount of copper-colored serum in which floated a green arrow.

      Adam gestured at the device. “What is that?”

      “A tracker,” Beowulf said.

      “What’s that liquid in the middle?”

      “Light smoke,” Aerowynn replied. “A mystical substance that exists in the air only in the moment when one blinks.”

      Adam quirked an eyebrow. “I’m pretty sure that doesn’t make any sense at all.”

      “Draw near, Adam,” Beowulf said, waving a hand. “The light smoke has the ability to track that which is beyond the comprehension of mere mortals. It will show us where the weapons landed and, when the time comes, where Mossheart has hidden himself.”

      Adam did and watched as the serum was slowly sucked up into the metal lacework that reconfigured itself almost as if it was a living thing, altering into a shape that he recognized as a reasonable facsimile of a map of Los Angeles.

      “How did you do that?”

      Beowulf remained silent as Adam watched the green arrow point to a particular section on the “map” that looked a lot like a rough area near Koreatown.

      “I…I think I know where that is,” Adam said.

      “You can read that?” Zori asked.

      Adam nodded. “It’s a map.”

      The ladies shared a long look. “You are much more than a teller of tales, Adam,” Zori said. “You are a gifted tracker as well.”

      “I guess you’re right, but that still doesn’t help us out. We need to get to the bottom of this before the cops catch us.”

      “And we shall,” Beowulf said. “We shall reveal all to your cops as soon as we find those weapons.”

      Beowulf stood and then nearly toppled over. Adam grabbed his arm and held him up, noting that his face was ghostly white, sweat ringing his temples.

      “You okay?”

      “I’ve lost my vitality and it took every ounce of my energy to dispatch that demon,” Beowulf said.

      He licked his lips and peered down at his still-bloody hand.

      He dropped his sword and Adam grabbed the weapon, gasping because it seemed to be even heavier than before.

      With great effort and both hands around the hilt, he lifted Hrunting and then dropped it.

      “The power is in your wrist,” Beowulf said.

      The warrior pointed to Adam’s wrist and showed him how to manipulate it so as to hold the colossal sword. Adam noted a few rivulets of blood dripping from Beowulf’s hand. Aerowynn moved over and examined the wound left by Mossheart’s ring. The flesh had a purplish hue that seemed to be spreading from the palm to Beowulf’s wrist. Aerowynn gasped. “You’ve been poisoned, Beowulf!”

      Beowulf nodded, sucking in a breath. He looked at Adam. “Let’s go. There isn’t much time.”
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      Manny parked the Audi outside the L.A. convention center on Figueroa Street. Mossheart’s eyes enlarged as he took in the massive steel and glass structure. The duo exited the car and moved toward the entrance, with the alchemist carrying his sack.

      Mossheart scanned the structure, counting and then recounting the six panes of glass in each section of the exterior. The number six represented illumination which Mossheart took as a good sign, for it meant something important was waiting for him inside.

      He and Manny pushed through the front doors and moved up an escalator and through a crush of people, the walls on the inner portion of the center covered with elaborate posters for various events and shows, including posters of monstrous creatures and proto-humans, the signage screaming, “Come See The Building Blocks Of The Monsters Of Old!”

      “What kind of hall is this?” Mossheart asked.

      “It’s more of a convention center. A place where people come to look at cool shit.”

      The other people did double-takes at Mossheart’s attire as he stopped and stared at an image of a terrifying beast on one of the posters, what looked like a combination of a gigantic man and Bigfoot.

      “What a lie,” Mossheart said to Manny, glaring at the poster. “Grendel was much larger than that creature.”

      Manny tugged on Mossheart’s cape and pointed to an attendant manning a door who was taking tickets.

      “How we gonna get inside?” Manny asked.

      Mossheart smiled. He moved forward and touched his fingers together, conjuring up a gold coin that he let slip from his fingers. The coin hit the ground and spun past the attendant who went after it, allowing Mossheart and Manny to slip into the West Hall atrium where the genetics display was in full view.

      There were live interactive displays, huge screens, tablets, and booths with signs that read, “The Race To Modify The DNA Of Endangered Animals,” “Unlocking Life’s Codes,” and others that concerned dinosaurs, early humans, and the resurrection of extinct creatures.

      Mossheart paid little attention to the displays. He was searching for something in particular.

      “Where is it, Manny? Where is Grendel?”

      Manny spotted a sign on the far wall that said, “The Treasures Of Ancient Scandinavia.”

      Manny pointed. “I think it’s over there, sir.”

      They moved to the display, which was dormant. A woman was visible behind, breaking it down.

      “Where is Grendel?” Mossheart said.

      The woman looked up and frowned at Mossheart’s clothing. “Excuse me?”

      “Did you not hear me, woman? I asked about Grendel. Where is he?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir, but the display’s been temporarily closed,” the woman replied, some steel in her voice. “The gentleman donating the samples for the display was unable to provide them.”

      “What is this man’s name?” Mossheart asked.

      “Harlan Bale.”

      Manny reacted. “The producer?”

      The woman shrugged and went back to work as Mossheart turned to Manny.

      “Who is this Harlan Bale?”

      “A big-time movie producer, sir,” Manny answered. “He did the ‘Death Blow’ series and that ‘Transformers’ reboot with female robots and—”

      “Just tell me where he dwells.”

      “He’s got a huge pad up in the hills. The dude’s a straight-up freak from what I hear. Collects all kinds of weird shit, totally into blood and murderabilia.”

      Mossheart smiled because any man who collected blood sounded like someone after his own heart. He pivoted and caught sight of something at the rear of the room, a display with a glass case filled with vials of amber liquid.

      A screen atop the display flashed the DNA sequence for a group of early humans. Mossheart moved to the display, staring at the vials as if they were objects of unparalleled beauty.

      He read some of the Latin names on the labels and recognized what they were. The source material, the ancient life essence of creatures, mystical things from a time when the world was young. The kind of beasts he might be able to resurrect.

      “What is this stuff?” Manny asked.

      Mossheart grinned, delicately wrapping his right hand in the cape. “The ingredients I need to conjure up some friends.”

      Before Manny could reply, Mossheart had wrapped his cape around his right fist and punched a hole in the glass case.

      He retrieved two of the vials as onlookers screamed and pointed. Manny grabbed Mossheart’s hand and the two ran out a rear door as alarms shrieked.

      Moments later, Mossheart and Manny bolted through a rear door in the convention center. Manny spotted a posse of security guards near the front of the building, sweeping around to catch them, so the two galloped down Figueroa Street, taking cover in the shadows of the I-10 overpass.

      Manny slid to a stop, catching his breath, looking over a shoulder to see whether they’d been pursued.

      “You can’t keep doing that, Mister Mossheart. You can’t keep busting stuff up and putting people down.”

      “Or what, Manny?”

      “Or I’m gonna leave, man. I can’t keep up with all this crazy shit, especially since I’ve been helping you out and ain’t got a damned thing in return.”

      Manny waited for a reaction from Mossheart, and when none came, he turned and began walking away.

      For an instant, Mossheart had a strong desire to strike Manny down, but he knew he’d be compromising himself if he did given his weakened state.

      Killing Manny was no good because he would need the young henchman to help carry out his master plan.

      “Manny!” Mossheart shouted. Then, louder: “MANNY!”

      Manny stopped and slowly turned. Mossheart moved toward him. The first thing he did was remove a few pieces of lint from Manny’s shirt because it annoyed him. Then he blinked exactly six times which he’d always found was an effective way to disorient an opponent.

      “Where is your homeland?” Mossheart asked.

      “Texas.”

      “Why did you come here?”

      “Because things weren’t working out in Houston.”

      “And here? This place? How is it working out for you?”

      “Not much going on here either. I’ve been racking up zeroes for a long time, Mister Mossheart.”

      “And yet I’ve given you something very valuable haven’t I, Manny?”

      “What’s that?”

      “A chance.”

      Manny considered this but wasn’t backing down. “So?”

      “So put your right hand up,” Mossheart said.

      “No way, man. You’re nuts. I’m outta—”

      “Do it now,” Mossheart said.

      “Or what?”

      “Put your fucking hand up, Manny Campos.”

      Reluctantly, Manny did.

      “Now say what I say,” Mossheart whispered, drawing close to Manny.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

      “Say the damned words, Manny.”

      Manny nodded and Mossheart began, “Yea, I adjure you, O Gabriel…”

      Manny repeated the words as Mossheart continued, “Go and find the daughter of the north wind and hang her by the hair of her head and by the lashes of her eyes, and steal from her the power to conjure up the energy of the old ones.”

      Mossheart mumbled some words and Manny did the same and suddenly the little man’s body thrummed and his eyes rolled back. Mossheart smiled as Manny convulsed while standing and then blue flames appeared at the end of his fingertips. “Wha-what’s happening, Mister Mossheart?”

      “The Ancient of Days is working through you, my young friend. Now bring your hands around,” Mossheart commanded.

      Manny did, and then Mossheart pointed to a cardboard box lying under the overpass. “Make a circle in the air.”

      Manny did and a ball of blue plasma formed in the palm of his hand. “NOW THROW IT!” Mossheart shouted.

      Manny did, whipping the plasma at the box, obliterating the thing, setting in on fire.

      “Jesus,” Manny said, trembling. “Jesus.”

      The fire vanished from the ends of Manny’s fingertips. “Do you still intend to leave?” Mossheart asked.

      Manny stared at a few wisps of blue flame that danced along his right index finger. “N-no, s-sir,” he stuttered.

      “Wise choice. You’re not as dense as you look.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Manny replied, eyes hopping from his fiery fingertips to Mossheart.

      “I’m going to be frank with you, Manny. I am confident in your loyalty to me, but if you lie or try to betray me, even once, I will have things done to you that are beyond your comprehension.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Say you understand.”

      “I understand, sir.”

      “Excellent.”

      “May I ask a question?” Manny asked.

      “Just one.”

      “If you can do what you just did with me, how come you can’t just destroy all your enemies?”

      Mossheart held up his crystal. “Because that which energizes my abilities in full has fallen dormant. I am still able to do much, but my feats have been constrained.”

      “How do we power that thing back up?” Manny asked, pointing to the crystal.

      “I said only one question, Manny. The time for querying is over. Now is the time to get to work.”

      A few cars motored past, but Mossheart was unperturbed. He moved up under the overpass, to a ledge that was barely visible from the ground below.

      He opened his sack and removed the ingredients for the second to last resurrection spell.

      He counted and recounted them, then mixed them with bits of gold before creating a well that he poured two of the vials he’d taken from the convention center.

      The ingredients began to smoke and then there was a puff of orange air and a wave of friction sparks. Mossheart had done this twice before, resurrecting two other twisted creatures from a dark fen that had served him well two winters before.

      The well in front of Mossheart had expanded multiple times, the ground caving in, and now resembled a small black pool of ooze. Something, some…things stirred in the pool. Unrecognizable scraps of human anatomy, which soon coalesced into something more substantial. Mossheart watched as the mixture took the shape of cartilage, then muscle striped with arteries and veins, the crude outline of humanoid forms.

      Two unmistakably female humanoid forms.

      Mossheart caught sight of a form peripherally. A homeless man who’d been sleeping on a nearby mattress. The man rubbed his eyes, then stumble-ran under the overpass, screaming his head off.

      “Let him go,” Mossheart said, waving Manny off. “The conjuring will be over in moments.”

      The female forms began to thrum as if electricity was jolting them. Mossheart looked down at the pool and saw two sets of eyes staring back. “Rise,” he said softly. Then, with more vigor, “RISE!”

      Mossheart reared back as there came a flash of light and a booming note, a percussive blast that caused him to close his eyes and cover his ears.

      When he looked back, two women were pulling themselves up from the liquid as if they were mounting a ladder to exit a hot tub.

      One was raven-haired, the other had hair like spun gold. Both were tall, nearly six feet, muscular, achingly beautiful, and completely nude.

      Manny’s jaw dropped, especially when the ladies took several halting steps forward. The raven-haired woman had webbing between her toes and feet, while the golden-haired woman had ears like a forest creature swept close to her head and a long dark tail that swung back and forth like a metronome.

      Manny made the sign of the cross and whispered something to himself in Spanish. “Who are they, Mister Mossheart?”

      “Huldra and Havsra. Seductive creatures from the forest and fen,” Mossheart replied. “But rest assured, they’re not just pretty faces.”

      Mossheart gestured to Manny and told him to gather some clothes for the women. He did, darting to where the homeless man had been. He hunted through the man’s possessions and pulled out a pair of oversized t-shirts, short shorts, and sandals.

      “This is all we have at the moment,” Manny said, laying the items at the feet of the two women who had the wide-eyed look of a pair of survivors of some natural disaster who’d just crawled out into the light.

      They rubbed their eyes and shrugged on the t-shirts. Mossheart pointed to the dark-haired woman. “Huldra, I presume.”

      The woman’s dead-eye gaze locked on Mossheart. “Who are you?”

      “The one the Geats call the hrafnasuelter. The raven starver. Mossheart the Magnificent!”

      “That name means nothing to me,” Huldra replied.

      Mossed coughed. “Nevertheless, I’m known far and wide.”

      “I’ve never heard of you either,” Havsra said.

      “Nevertheless!”

      “Why did you rouse us from our slumber?” Havsra, the golden-haired woman asked.

      “I need allies. Fighters that I can count on to vanquish my enemies.”

      “Who are your enemies?”

      “Beowulf, amongst others.”

      The women exchanged a knowing look. “We know of Beowulf,” Havsra said.

      “You should,” Mossheart replied. “From what I heard, he dispatched one or both of you three summers back.”

      Anger flashed in the women’s eyes. “You’ll help me then?” Mossheart asked. “I require aid, as my vassal and I have an appointment with a Mister Harlan Bale.”

      The women nodded. “You have conjured us up, wizard. We are commanded by the laws of the great void to do all that you ask.”

      Mossheart held up the small bird, the one that, unbeknownst to Mossheart, had captured Adam’s scent. He let the women deeply inhale the odor, what appeared like a vaporous mist, just like he might do with a pair of hounds before a stag hunt.

      “What will you have us do, Mossheart the Magnificent?” Havsra asked.

      The alchemist grinned darkly. “Use your wiles to track down that scent and kill Beowulf and anyone in league with him.”
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      Adam led Beowulf and the ladies down Wilshire Boulevard into the heart of Los Angele’s Koreatown, covering his head as he moved past pedestrians, terrified that somebody might be on the lookout for him and the others after the death of Mr. Crooks. Beowulf was gimping and Adam was doing his best to convince him to slow down. “We need to stop and get you something for the pain.”

      Beowulf shrugged this off. “Seldom a sluggish wolf gets prey or a sleeping man victory.”

      Adam, baffled, looked over at Zori. “He is prone to saying things like that,” Zori said.

      Aerowynn shrugged. “Half the time we don’t even know what he means.” She suddenly gasped at the sight of a plane roaring by overhead. “Huginn!”

      Adam squinted at the plane. “What?”

      “Gods! It’s Odin’s raven,” Aerowynn said.

      “Nope, that’s a plane.”

      “A metal bird?”

      “Kinda,” Adam replied. “Only that one has people inside it.”

      Aerowynn held up her hands and muttered what she said was a spell to release the people trapped inside the plane. Adam shook his head, keeping watch on Beowulf who didn’t look so good. His brow was sweaty and when he stumbled, Adam grabbed his hand and pulled him up.

      Fatigue hovered around the warrior’s eyes like shadows and his skin was wan. Adam believed he was finally starting to come down from whatever drug-fueled trip he’d been on. They shuffled down the sidewalk, and Beowulf tried to take a leak out on Wilshire Boulevard as Adam pulled him aside.

      “You can’t piss on the road, man.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s not sanitary.”

      “Your air is barely breathable and your land is strewn with refuse, and yet you talk of what is sanitary?”

      When Adam frowned, Beowulf angled a finger in his direction. “You have a look stamped on your face. You still don’t believe a word I’ve said, do you? You still don’t think I’m Beowulf.”

      “What would you think if you were in my shoes?”

      “I don’t know what shoes are.”

      “Boots, Beo,” Adam replied. “Boots. The things on your feet.”

      “I would want to stop darkness from sweeping back across the face of the deep.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means I’d want to make sure evil doesn’t triumph over good. I’d want to make sure Mossheart wasn’t able to snatch the light from the sky and I would believe the word of a man who has traveled many centuries. You asked me and that is what I would wish.”

      Adam stopped and stared at the sky. Sunny and eighty-five degrees. Just as it always was. “I’m pretty sure it’s impossible to take away the sunlight away from L.A. It’s the only thing around here that’s free.”

      A cop siren echoed in the distance and Adam was worried they might be looking for them, so he waved his hand and pointed to a building down the street. A restaurant with a sign that read, Hong’s Noodles.

      “What is that place?” Zori asked.

      “It’s got food inside.”

      “I have food right here,” Beowulf replied, pulling out the gray, hunks of meat from his rucksack. “Enough for all of us.”

      He ripped off pieces of the gray material and handed them to Adam who sniffed them and turned up his nose. “This smells like garbage.”

      “It’s sea trout and goat.”

      “That’s been in a leather sack.”

      “But it’s been salted,” Beowulf replied, looking offended.

      “That doesn’t make it any better.”

      Adam pointed to the restaurant. “Just follow me. I know the dude whose family owns that place. We worked together a few years back. He owes me a few favors and is tight with everyone in the neighborhood. He’ll help us out.”

      Adam led Beowulf and the ladies into a tight space filled with smoke and steam and Asian folks. The air was tanged with the scent of spices and a rhythmic slapping sound echoed as a chef pounded, pulled, and whacked dough in the kitchen.

      “What is that stench?” Beowulf asked.

      “Kimchi,” Adam replied.

      “This noodle hall smells no better than the trout and goat,” Beowulf remarked as Adam shushed him.

      The four shuffled forward and Adam spotted Jonathan Hong, a young bespectacled Asian man in his mid-twenties with spiked hair, who was perusing a superhero comic book. Jonathan looked up from the comic, swapping looks with Adam. “You lost, round eyes?”

      When Adam didn’t reply, Jonathan added, “The PF Chang’s is down the street in case you were wondering.”

      The other Asian folks nearby heard his and snickered. Aerowynn pointed to Jonathan. “This man is your friend?”

      Adam nodded. “We shot a TV pilot about the National Security Agency a year ago. Jon was one of the actors.”

      Jonathan set the comic book down and pinned Adam with a look. “Come to reminisce about what never was?”

      “No, I came because I need some help.”

      Jonathan rose and appraised Beowulf and the ladies. “Who’s the big guy?”

      “Beowulf,” Adam replied.

      Jonathan registered this and then began laughing. “Yeah, and I’m Jackie Chan.” He motioned for them to follow him back through the kitchen to another seating area on the other side which was filled with older, Asian people enjoying steam bowls of noodle goodness while others smoked, engaged in deal-making with currency and jewelry, read newspapers, or perused laptops and computer tablets.

      Adam breathed deeply. “I love the smell of Chinese food.”

      Jonathan looked at him. “You do know that I’m Korean, right?”

      Adam forced a smile. “Of course you are.”“I mean there are literally Korean signs outside, Fraser and…we’re in goddamn Koreatown for crissakes.”

      “I’m sorry, Jonathan. What can I say?”

      “You can hook me up with your industry friends for one. I mean I’m an actor and all I get offered is three kinds of roles: wisecracking friend, asexual IT guy, and ninjas.”

      “Ninjas are pretty dope,” Adam replied.

      “You’re missing the point.”

      “Help me with your point.”

      “The point is, I want your people and the industry to stop typecasting my people.”

      Adam looked around. “Right, because Asian guys scanning computers in a noodle house isn’t stereotypical at all...”

      “Fuck you, Adam.”

      “I’m sorry, okay, but I’m in a hurry and some trouble.”

      Jonathan eyed Beowulf and the ladies, and the blood speckling Adam’s shirt. “What do you need?”

      “Two things,” Adam replied. “For starters, I need some money.”

      Jonathan groaned. “Don’t we all.”

      Adam plucked out the tiny jewel Beowulf had given him. He handed it over to Jonathan who barked at a wizened Asian man playing mahjong. He tossed the jewel to the man who pulled a jeweler’s loupe out of a pocket and studied the rock carefully and replied.

      “He asked where you got it from,” Jonathan said.

      “From the big guy. Why?”

      “Cause it’s apparently pretty old,” Jonathan replied.

      Adam shot a glance at Beowulf, beginning to wonder whether maybe he’d been telling the truth…about everything.

      “How much can you give me?” Adam asked.

      “It’s so small. Maybe a grand.”

      Adam nodded, realizing a thousand bucks wasn’t the solution to all of his problems, but it was a start. Jonathan went into a back room and came out with a wad of bills that Adam stuffed in his pocket. “What’s the other thing you needed?”

      “Some help finding a location.”

      Adam reached into Beowulf’s rucksack and pulled out the device with the location. Jonathan stared at Beowulf’s tracking device. “Ever heard of GPS?”

      “This is all we’ve got right now,” Adam replied.

      Jonathan scanned the map on the device, following the arrow to the location. “I know where that is, but there’s a problem. I’m pretty sure it’s in the middle of a construction site.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jonathan led Adam (who was munching on some Korean street toast Jonathan had given him) and the others out a rear door and through a back gate into an alley. The alley was bordered on all sides by the high walls of a partially built apartment building.

      “If the big dude is really Beowulf,” Jonathan whispered, “why’s he hanging out with you?”

      “He needs my help to defeat evil and save the world.”

      Jonathan smirked. “So the fate of the city rests in the hands of an occasionally-employed screenwriter?”

      Adam nodded. “Yep. Pretty much.”

      At the end of the alley was a padlocked chain link fence. On the other side was the skeletal outline of another building which, given that it was Saturday, was deserted.

      “You’re lucky I’ve got the key,” Jonathan said, pointing to the padlock.

      “What do I owe you?” Adam asked.

      “A role on your next project, pal. The last thing I starred in was this History channel crap on the first use of gunpowder at the siege of De’an.”

      “What’s that?” Adam asked.

      “A famous battle during the Chinese Jin-Song Wars in 1132.”

      “I thought you were Korean.”

      “We all look the same to people like you.”

      Jonathan threw a mock jab that Adam fought off. “You know I’d hook you up with a project if I could, but I don’t really have any irons in the fire.”

      “Yeah, right. Your career’s still on fire.”

      “I wish. I’m old news, Jon. Next thing you know I’ll be writing scripts for goddamn GSTV, Gas Station Television.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It’s true. I haven’t sold anything in a while, my rent’s overdue, I got no family nearby, and nothing to fall back on besides a shitty MFA degree from an online university that doesn’t even exist anymore.”

      Jonathan sighed theatrically. “Wow. If an off-the-rack white guy like you can’t succeed in a town like this, what’s the world coming to?”

      “Thanks for the understanding, Jon.”

      Jonathan grinned. “How about those two lovely ladies back there? Any chance you can hook me up? I’ll tell ‘em I’m starring in the sequel to Crazy Rich Asians.”

      “I’m pretty sure they’d break both of us in two.”

      Jonathan eyed Zori and Aerowynn and gulped. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “I mean, they have bigger biceps than you, Jon...”

      “Okay, I get it. Who the hell are they anyway?”

      Adam sighed. “My alibi.”

      Jonathan surveyed the bloodstains on Adam’s shirt again and hurriedly undid the padlock, pulling aside the gate so that Adam and the others could enter the construction zone, a maze of rebar, girders, and partially erected walls.

      Adam consulted Beowulf’s tracking device which showed that whatever it had located was up in the air, eighty feet off the ground, hidden inside the yet-to-be-finished building.

      “It’s up there,” Beowulf said. “I can feel it. Now all you have to do is go up and get it.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because I’m too weak and you know how to read the map. You are a tracker.”

      “Superman couldn’t get up there,” Adam replied, noting that the elevator was locked down and there didn’t appear to be any functioning stairs of any kind.

      Aerowynn adjusted the crown pinned to her hair. “I will come with you, Adam. I will get you there.”

      “How?”

      Aerowynn took Adam’s hand and led him over to a section of concrete block that was stacked twelve feet high.

      “How are we going to get up?” Adam asked.

      “Watch and learn.”

      Aerowynn turned and whistled at Zori who moved forward and grabbed up handfuls of rebar. With much effort, Zori placed the rebar against a set of concrete blocks and bent them into a series of crude, hook-like shapes that she tossed to Aerowynn.

      Aerowynn fitted the hooks around her wrists, then turned and ran back before reversing course and vaulting forward.

      Like some parkour professional, she hit the edge of the block wall and used her body to springboard forward. Then she planted the metal hooks into the block wall and hauled herself up onto the top.

      Adam was dumbstruck, immensely impressed by her agility and ability to improvise, her innate sense of balance. She was exceedingly limber, dexterous, and had a serene, confident way about her that he found incredibly sexy. She reached down, and Adam jumped. Aerowynn snagged his wrist and pulled him up onto the top of the wall.

      “What you have against me?” Adam asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I just get the vibe that you don’t like me.”

      “This is a very serious matter, Adam. We’ve come a long way and I sense that you still don’t believe anything Beowulf has said. I sense that you do not believe that we are telling true.”

      “So what if I don’t?”

      “The fate of everything you hold dear may hang in the balance,” she replied.

      Adam considered this. Then he looked over to see that they would have to jump eight feet through the air to reach the building’s main structure where the item was likely located.

      “That’s a long jump,” Adam said.

      “I’ll help you,” Aerowynn replied. She reached down and grabbed Adam’s ass, moving him forward as she heaved him into the air. Adam shrieked as with her aid, he covered the distance easily and pitched forward onto a landing, rolling over as she joined him with an effortless jump, landing on the balls of her feet.

      “How did you learn to jump like that?” Adam asked.

      “When you come from a land of giants, monsters, and witches, you learn how to take care of yourself.”

      “Monsters and witches? Seriously?”

      She nodded. “That and more. There are also nøkken, sex-fueled shapeshifters, lindworms, nix, meadow elves, draugrs, which are also known as ‘again-walkers,’ and all manner of things, both good and evil that live in the countryside and the dead forest called ‘The Blight’ ruled over by the goddess Freyja where none are permitted to travel.”

      Adam blinked.

      “You don’t think I’m telling true about all of that, do you?” she asked, reading Adam’s expression.

      Adam didn’t want to believe a word of it. There was a term he remembered from college, a psychological phrase for multiple people sharing the same delusion. What was it? Folie a trois. “I believe you believe everything you’ve just said.”

      “What we would have to do to prove to you that all we have said is true?”

      “Probably show me that Mossheart guy.”

      “Be careful what you wish for because he is evil incarnate.”

      “I thought alchemists just turned one thing into another. Y’know, like lead into gold.”

      “He once was like that, but from what I know, he grew haughty, thinking himself capable of much more. He wishes nothing less than to become the ruler of the whole world.”

      “Where does he get his alleged powers?”

      “There’s nothing ‘alleged’ about them. They come primarily from a crystal and what some call a galdrabaekr…a grimoire…a book that contains a multitude of powerful runae…spells.”

      Adam smiled. “Maybe once I see something magical, I’ll begin to believe.”

      She nodded. “All will be revealed in due time, but as for now, our quest is just beginning.”

      “What happens if we don’t get Beowulf his weapons?”

      Her face went wooden. “He will die and we will be left to confront the wizard.”

      “You care about him, don’t you?”

      She nodded. “Beowulf is like kin to me. A brother. Zori and I were from the same village when it was raided by the Northmen when we were but children of not even two and ten years of age. These men sold us off to others. Zori and I were enslaved for eight winters by a  necromancer named Gabrielopoulos, a spell-weaver who was vandr, evil, who dwelt amongst the moors and fens in exile from the lands of men. He was a wicked man, but taught us the secrets of metal, herbs, and how to divine by the moon and stars.”

      “You’re what? Some kind of…sorceress?”

      She shook her head. “The words ‘sorceress’ and ‘witch’ are meaningless. They are words created and used by men who fear strong women.”

      “So what happened?”

      “As we got older, Gabrielopoulos became more wicked, a despiser of all that was good, forcing us to do things that no child should be forced to do.”

      “Jesus, I’m sorry.”

      “And then one day we heard a horn blow, and Beowulf appeared.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He righted wrongs. He saved us and now I owe him my life.”

      “Then we better not let him down,” Adam replied.

      She nodded, setting her jaw in a look of grim determination. “We must not fail. The lives of everyone you know in this city may depend on what we do.”

      Adam realized that was especially true since Beowulf was the one who’d killed Mister Crooks. Regardless of whether any of the mumbo-jumbo stuff was real, if the big dude died, so did Adam’s primary explanation for the untimely demise of his landlord.

      He turned and took over, measuring distances, leading Aerowynn toward where he thought the object in question might be.

      The two skirted over girders there were barely two feet wide, then crawled up a ramp that led toward the beginnings of the building’s third floor.

      Adam shimmed up the ramp and dropped down the other side. Aerowynn did the same and fell through the plywood flooring.

      She screamed, and Adam’s panic reflex took over.

      Without thinking, he threw out a hand and grabbed one of her arms, gritting his teeth, pulling back, saving her from falling.

      He tugged, and she grunted and pushed herself up. Adam fell on his back and Aerowynn landed atop him.

      He elbowed himself up until their noses were nearly touching.

      Aerowyn’s chest rose and fell with each breath and the skin beneath her long, swan-like neck was glistening, pearled with sweat. It took every ounce of willpower Adam could summon not to stare at her perfectly-shaped breasts. If Aerowynn were a character in an old role-playing game, she would get a +10 for comeliness, he thought.

      “Y-you saved me,” she said.

      “I didn’t – I just grabbed you back there,” Adam said.

      She took Adam’s face in her hands, and he thought a kiss was coming. Instead, she seemed to study the outline of his face, sweeping back a lock of his hair.

      In so doing, she adjusted herself, rubbing against Adam’s groin as he felt his shaft begin to harden. Aerowynn noticed the bulge in his pants and smiled. “There is an old saying amongst the Geats, Adam: Af god begyndelse haabes en god endelse.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She smiled. “A good beginning makes a good ending. Do you understand this?”

      He nodded, and she stood and pulled him to his feet. “At the end of our adventure,” she whispered, “oh the stories you will have.”

      “I’m taking mental notes,” Adam said, setting off across a catwalk to the third floor. Adam brushed aside a cluster of conduit that dangled from the ceiling like entrails, rounding one corner, then another, moving on instinct when he spotted them.

      Two items at the end of an inner corridor.

      What appeared to be a small clay jar and a loop of golden-brown material dangling from a structural column.

      Aerowynn gasped. “There they are! Bodn and Megingjord! The belt of the gods!”

      Adam moved forward. Before Aerowynn could stop him, he’d neared the belt. He reached up and touched it, and that’s when everything exploded.
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      Adam felt a quake rumble through his body, then a surge of energy as soon as he touched the belt. It was like gripping a live wire. He tried to break free but couldn’t.

      A pure white light built, what Adam imagined one might see at the instant a star explodes. He screamed and closed his eyes. When he opened them, the light was gone and the belt was in his hand.

      He was woozy and a bit disoriented. Turning, he saw Aerowynn who was standing, hands to her face, gaping at him. “How did you do that?” she asked, gathering up the clay jar.

      “I just…I just grabbed it.”

      She looked pissed. “You weren’t supposed to.”

      “You didn’t tell me.”

      “Nobody but Beowulf can touch it.”

      Adam looked down at the belt. That’s when he noticed it. His bad knee no longer hurt. In fact, there were absolutely no aches or pains in his body at all and his legs, his quadriceps, looked different. He looked again and yes, they were slightly larger and had more definition, as though he’d just done a dozen sets of deep, heavy squats.

      “What the hell happened?” he asked.

      “The belt,” Aerowynn said. “You’ve been transferred some of its strength-giving essence.”

      Adam took a step and it was as if he was gliding. He felt lighter than air even though he could tell muscle had somehow been miraculously added to his body. Holy crap, he thought, it’s like I’m a character in a flesh-and-blood video game and I’ve just found a prize and upgraded myself.

      More strength? Yep!

      Better dexterity? You know it!

      He ran down the catwalk, jumping so powerfully that he smashed into the ceiling. Adam crashed to the ground and smacked his head against a metal wall. Yep, a definite upgrade in strength and dexterity, but apparently not intelligence.

      He turned to Aerowynn who was approaching him. “Okay, so basically this belt is the greatest friggin’ thing ever!”

      She took the belt from him. “You were never supposed to absorb it.”

      “My bad.”

      She frowned and Adam followed her as they made their way back down to Beowulf and Zori.
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* * *

      Adam watched Aerowynn run up to Beowulf and hand him the belt and Zori the clay jar. Zori opened the Bodn jar and spread the violet-colored salve on Beowulf’s wounded hand. Then Beowulf wrapped the belt around his waist. There was no burst of light when Beowulf cinched the belt and Adam immediately worried that he’d somehow impacted its effectiveness by touching it first.

      “The power’s diminished,” Beowulf said, dropping his sword. “We must find my vitality band and the other items.”

      Adam reached down and grabbed Beowulf’s sword and this time it felt as light as a feather. He turned it over in his hand, his movement fluid, athletic. Beowulf noted this.

      “You touched the belt, didn’t you?”

      Adam nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s just as well,” Beowulf replied, flashing a hand that appeared to have completely healed as a result of the salve. “Your strength has been enhanced which is a good thing, for we will need another warrior when they come for us.”

      “Who?”

      “Mossheart’s emissaries. He can summon up dark things from the other side. It’s only a matter of time before he sends his demons for us.”

      “I’m not scared,” Adam said, handing the sword to Beowulf.

      Beowulf mustered a faint smile. “You should be.”

      Zori pointed to Beowulf’s tracking device which was showing the location of the next item. Adam perused the device’s crude map and recognized the area. It was only a few miles away and appeared to be at or around an infamous club.

      “What happens if we find Mossheart?” Adam asked.

      “We shall dispose of him properly,” Beowulf said.

      “And then what? If what you’ve told me is true, you need to go back to your own time, right? How are you going to get back there?”

      Beowulf’s face went wooden. “We might not be able to return in which case we shall build our clan anew here in this city. You will be the first new member.”

      Adam sighed. “Lucky me.”
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      Havsra and Huldra, the two beautiful monster women summoned by Mossheart, moved with menacing purpose down the mean streets of Los Angeles, tracking the scent given to them by Mossheart.

      Having only recently been summoned from their slumber, their minds were still disordered. They didn’t recognize their surroundings and were moving on instinct and the command of the one who gave them life. They lifted their noses and caught the scent captured by Mossheart’s bird, the one they believed to be from Beowulf.

      He was close.

      Very close.

      Dressed in their T-shirts and short shorts, they moved down a sidewalk, catching looks from cars full of men who honked and jeered them.

      Havsra stopped on the sidewalk and stared at a primer-splotched car. She didn’t know what the machine was, but she recognized the leering looks of the four men seated inside. The same looks she’d seen back in her land.

      “Are you seeing this?” Havsra said to Huldra.

      Huldra nodded. “It appears that men are the same wherever you go. What should we do?”

      “Teach them a hard lesson.”

      Havsra moved toward the car with the four men. The guy in the passenger seat leaned out his window. “Looking fine, baby girl. How much?” he asked.

      Havsra paused. “What?”

      “How much do I gotta pay to see your boobies?”

      Havsra turned, and her tail crept out of her shorts, flicking back and forth. The brute in the passenger seat saw this and his jaw dropped. “What the hell is that?”

      “The last thing you’ll ever see,” Havsra replied with a grin.

      Quick as a reflex, she surged forward and grabbed this man by the throat. “What the hell are you doing, you crazy bitch!” the man said.

      “Teaching you a lesson,” she hissed in response.

      Havsra yanked him out of the car, flinging him fifteen feet through the air to Huldra who caught and body-slammed the man as the horns from other nearby vehicles began sounding. The driver geared the car and juiced the engine, but Havsra had her hands around his arm, tugging him out of the car. She hurled him back, then threw a punch that shattered the rear window and grabbed the two men who were seated back there.

      In a flash, the four men were splayed on the ground. One of the guys from the back seat rose and unleashed a wicked haymaker that Havsra dropped under.

      She brought an expertly-placed elbow back, shattering the man’s jaw as he collapsed to the ground. The driver lowered his shoulder and ran toward Huldra, who picked him up and hurled him into a chain link fence that collapsed around him.

      The other two men rose and ran off as the ladies dusted themselves off. The other cars smoked off down the street, leaving only the vehicle that had been driven by the leering men in sight. The ladies climbed into the car, Huldra behind the wheel, Havsra riding shotgun. They inspected the interior.

      “Do you know how to manipulate this thing?” Havsra asked.

      “If a man can do it, how hard can it be?” Havsra answered.

      Huldra did what she’d seen the driver do. She moved the stick in the middle and pushed down on the pedal. It took several seconds, but soon the car jerked forward, Huldra sawing the wheel, sideswiping several cars before she got the hang of things.

      In seconds, the two ladies were careening through traffic, honking their horn, speeding off to track Beowulf down.
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* * *

      At the same time that the two monster women were learning how to drive, Mossheart and Manny were moving across a side street, hunting for another car to hotwire. Manny followed Mossheart down into an alley when a voice shouted. “Well, well, well.”

      Manny stopped and looked over a shoulder to see a group of figures move out of the shadows.

      It was Benicio and the rest of his posse.

      Manny startled. “Benicio!”

      Benicio grinned, holding his arms out. “Big as life and twice as nasty, compadre.”

      “Y-you look good,” Manny stammered.

      Benicio looked from Manny to Mossheart, then back to Manny. “And you look like a new man. Being the bitch to the lifer who stole our gold has done wonders for you.”

      “I don’t want any trouble, Benicio.”

      “But I’m kinda thinking you got some,” Benicio replied. He took several steps toward Manny and shook his head. “You are clothed in weakness, Manny. A short, pencil-necked turd. Always have been, always will be.”

      “Shut up, Benicio.”

      Benicio’s crew hooted and hollered. Benicio’s eyes crimped. “What the fuck did you just say?”

      Manny inhaled sharply, stuttering as he was wont to do when nervous. “I said s-shut u-up, B-Benicio.”

      Benicio shoved Manny back. Manny tripped over his own feet and crashed to the ground. Benicio removed a pistol from his pocket. “First I’m gonna deal with you, Manny, and then I’m gonna deal with that tall motherfucker,” he said, jabbing the gun in the direction of Mossheart.

      Manny looked to the alchemist who was standing still, arms crossed over his chest. “Help me, Mister Mossheart.”

      “You don’t need my help,” Mossheart replied. “The power is within you.”

      Benicio descended on Manny who closed his eyes, remembering the words that Mossheart had taught him. He felt a current tickle the bottom of his feet, spreading throughout his body and when he opened his eyes flames were leaping from his fingers.

      Benicio saw this and brought the pistol up, aiming point blank.

      “NO!” Manny shouted as Benicio fired.

      The bullet jumped from the barrel of the gun as Manny conjured up a ball of plasma that melted the bullet in mid-air.

      Benicio’s eyes nearly leaped from their sockets. “H-how the fuck did you do that?”

      Manny stood and stared down Benicio’s crew, who turned and ran. Benicio didn’t however. He brought the pistol back up, and Manny fired a ball of energy that slammed into Benicio’s chest.

      Benicio’s feet left the ground, and he was shot back through the air, his body slamming through the windshield of an SUV.

      Manny stood there, fighting off waves of shivers. He blew the tongues of flame from the ends of his fingers, listening to the sound of hands clapping.

      He looked sideways to see Mossheart smiling like a proud papa, clapping. “Well played, Manny. Well played indeed.”

      “Y-you could’ve helped me.”

      “A man who cannot help himself is not worthy of help. Besides, I’m weary and didn’t want to get my cape dirty, so it’s a victory all around.”

      That was all true of course. Without the assistance of his energy crystal, Mossheart was supremely fatigued, particularly after summoning Huldra and Havsra. He’d never reveal any of this to Manny of course, for in his experience opening up to another was a sign of weakness, but there was no way he’d be able to walk much further. He needed another means of transport.

      Mossheart pointed at a Range Rover. “What do you think of that, Manny?”

      “It’s beautiful, sir.”

      “What say we use that fine chariot to track down our friend, Harlan Bale?”

      “And then?”

      Mossheart threw his head back and laughed. “And then we will bring this city to its knees!”
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      The sun dropped like burning gold over the horizon, twilight descending as Adam led Beowulf and the ladies past a row of boutiques and clothing shops.

      “We can’t keep moving around out in the open dressed like this,” Adam said. “We need some new clothes.”

      “Why?” Zori asked.

      “Because the cops might have a description of us and a woman wearing a horned helmet kind of sticks out,” Adam replied. “Even in L.A.”

      He led them into one of the shops and everyone began trying on new clothes. Beowulf squeezed his muscular body into a tight designer T-shirt and a pair of shorts, although he tore through two pairs of shorts before he found some that fit his tree trunk-like quadriceps.

      While Beowulf was doing this, the ladies motioned Adam back toward the fitting rooms. Adam stood outside, admiring his biceps in a mirror. They were definitely larger than before. Not only was he toned, but his senses seemed to have been supercharged as well by touching the belt. Colors were more vibrant, and he now had a kind of heightened situational awareness.

      He reminded himself of a character he’d written about in a script for Universal two years earlier called Working Class Superhero, a down-on-his-luck, decidedly average kind of guy who’d been transformed after unwittingly being given a blood transfusion by a superhero. It was supposed to star Zac Efron as the lead with Michael Shannon as the bad guy, but the funding fell through. Adam wasn’t a superhero, not yet at least, but he definitely felt as if he’d leveled up a notch or two.

      Adam heard the muted whispers of the ladies and turned to see them in one of the dressing rooms on the other side of a beaded curtain. He could see the faintest hint of their nude bodies, the sweep of their hips, the curves of their large breasts, but nothing was entirely clear because of the beads.

      Aerowynn made sure to pull the beads closed as Adam listened to the women giggling. Eventually they exited the fitting room, both wearing knee-high boots. Zori wore short shorts and a crop top that displayed her rock-hard abs. Aerowynn wore a green, skintight two-piece outfit that included a pair of yoga-like pants that appeared painted on.

      Adam pointed to Zori’s helmet. “The helmet stays,” she said.

      Adam smiled and then the four exited after paying. They stopped several stores down at a vision center because Adam had a hunch that Beowulf had some pretty severe issues seeing stuff.

      Adam directed Beowulf’s gaze to his glasses. “You need a pair of these.”

      “Why?”

      “You can’t see that well.”

      Beowulf scoffed. “That’s absurd. I can see the wings move on a gnat.”

      Adam pointed to a can on the ground. “Hit that with your sword.”

      Beowulf chopped at the can but came nowhere close to hitting it.

      “See what I mean?”

      “We’ve been telling you of your eye problems since the last harvest,” Zori said to Beowulf.

      Aerowynn nodded. “That’s why you had to rip Grendel’s arm off, remember? You couldn’t see well enough to strike him with your sword.”

      They entered the vision store. The big guy was given a vision test and failed because he was legally blind. Adam asked about glasses, and the store clerk said that given the size of Beowulf’s larger than normal skull, they only had one that would fit: a pair of oversized glasses with gold trim on a chain that looked like something copped from an old lady in a retirement community.

      Beowulf tried the glasses on. “What do you think?” he asked.

      “You look like a deranged Elton John,” Adam replied.

      Adam laughed while paying the clerk. The ladies continued ahead as Adam and Beowulf moved to exit the store.

      “I meant to ask you before. Those words, the ones you spoke back in your dwelling?” Beowulf asked. “How did you know them?”

      “They came from a book,” Adam said.

      Beowulf looked puzzled. Adam removed the small Beowulf flip book from his back pocket.

      “What is that?”

      “Something originally from the Netherlands called a dwarsligger. A flip-back flip book.”

      Adam flipped the pages for Beowulf to see. “It’s a story that may or may not be about you.”

      Adam recited some additional words from the book and Beowulf was able to recall them precisely from memory.

      “You know it all,” Adam said.

      “It’s my life. All of those words I related to another once upon a time. A thane, a younger warrior named Wiglaf.”

      “I think I remember his name,” Adam said.

      “He was a teller of tales like you and was given to exaggeration.”

      “So some of the stories aren’t true.”

      “No, all that you’ve heard is based in fact. Do you not know that in all that I’ve told you, Adam, I’ve told true?”

      “I’m beginning to see that.”

      “You find it difficult to trust others, don’t you?” Beowulf said. “I can tell by your eyes. Furtive, dancing around like stones in a sack. There is nothing wrong with being naturally wary, but at some point you must trust what you see.”

      “It’s this place, I think,” Adam replied. “It changes you.”

      “How so?”

      “Everything’s a competition, Beo. You’re constantly going up against other people for jobs, friendships, even companionship, and sometimes it gets to you. It makes you not want to trust anyone.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Because it was always a dream of mine and I made a promise to somehow that I’d come.”

      “Who?”

      Adam’s face fell. “That’s kind of a personal thing.”

      Beowulf adjusted his glasses. “Be of good cheer, Adam. You can trust us. You are one with us now, and all of us have put off falsehoods and speak truthfully for we are all members of the same body. Does this make sense?”

      “Not exactly, but I think I get the idea.”

      Adam smiled and pointed at the flip book. “Do you want to know how it ends?” he asked.

      The warrior shook his head vigorously. “Only runemasters try to divine the unknown.”

      Adam nodded. “No problem. That means that I don’t have to tell you about Grendel’s mother.”

      Beowulf’s jaw dropped as they exited onto the sidewalk outside the store. “That fiend had a mother?”
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* * *

      Fifteen minutes later, Adam led everyone toward an industrial area on the outskirts of Koreatown. In the middle of an industrial yard was an enormous steel warehouse and hipster hangout called Okiya.

      Adam had been here once before, celebrating the sale of his big spec script with his manager, agent, and lawyer. It had, for all intents and purposes, been the highlight of his life, and he fondly recalled the wining, dining, and dip in the massive lagoon that lay at the middle of the multi-story club. The club usually didn’t open its doors until much later, but there were several dozen cars outside, which meant a private party was already in progress.

      “This is it,” Adam said, stopping near the fence that ringed the building.

      “What is it?” Zori asked.

      “A place where people come to have a good time.”

      “Reminds me of Heorot,” Beowulf said. “The foremost of mead halls under heaven. At least until Grendel appeared...”

      Adam moved toward a bouncer who said a private party was in progress. Adam offered a hundred bucks, and when that wasn’t sufficient, he offered two hundred more to get them and their gear, including Beowulf’s sack and sword, inside. Money in hand, the bouncer stepped aside and Adam led everyone down a long dark tunnel that spooled into the heart of the club.

      Beowulf stopped and winced, listening to the echo of music. “What on earth is that sound?”

      “Music,” Adam replied. “Kanye West.”

      Beowulf grimaced, covering his ears with his hands. “That sounds like two cats copulating in a cave.”

      Adam chuckled as they exited the tunnel into a crush of people that were partying up and down the three levels of the club that were connected by ramps. Everything looked down over the enormous turquoise grotto and pool that had been built into the ground at the very center of the space, complete with a waterfall that cascaded over a delegation of lovely ladies in string bikinis.

      Adam and the others marveled at the club, which was a monument to partying and sex. It was thronged with people dancing and swaying, a kaleidoscope of the young, the lean, the barely clothed.

      The ceiling suddenly opened up and the entire club was flooded with bubbles. Beowulf tensed, releasing his sword as Adam assured him that it wasn’t an ambush. All of the partiers cheered the bubbles and even Adam relaxed, lost in the moment, temporarily forgetting about what had happened.

      Adam motioned for Beowulf and the ladies to gather in a corner away from the other partiers. Reaching into Beowulf’s sack, he studied the map on the tracking device.

      The arrow was pointing up.

      Whatever they were searching for was on one of the upper levels of the club. He surveyed the club, noting that there were two ramps, one on the left side of the club, and the other on the right, that connected to the third floor.

      “We need to split up,” Adam said, gesturing at the ramps. “Zori and I will go right—”

      “And Beowulf and I will go left,” Aerowynn said, finishing Adam’s sentence.

      “We meet back down here in twenty minutes,” Adam said as they split up.
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* * *

      Outside the club, the car with Huldra and Havsra pulled up.

      Huldra didn’t know how to stop the car properly, so she simply rammed into another one. The ladies dusted themselves off and exited.

      As they proceeded across the parking lot, Huldra’s head swam as her memories festered, the aftereffects of being resurrected by the sorcerer.

      In the caverns of her mind, the faint residue of her past life was still present, a time when she frolicked across the fens and moors, cavorting with creatures from the woods, forest nymphs like herself, and, on occasion, mortal men even as she lived largely in exile from them.

      She remembered a time of great joy and sorrow, summers of plenty and winters where battle and death had borne the flower of her race away. Death had taken most of her kin into his keeping. She remembered the moment, not so very long ago, when her life ended: the strength and power of her youth vanishing at the tip of a sword thrust into her belly by a mortal man hidden behind a suit of mail. But she was back now, wasn’t she? She’d escaped death’s icy grip, but at what price? Even though evil was not in her nature, the alchemist had cast a spell that would force her to do his bidding, to wreak havoc on the lands of the living.

      “What will we do when we find them?” Huldra said.

      “Destroy them.”

      “Just like that?”

      Havsra looked over. “What good are the mortals aside from fucking and slaying?”

      Huldra’s face fell, and Havsra snorted. “You are as weak as water, Huldra.”

      “I am not!” Huldra snapped.

      “Your indecision has reminded me that it’s time to harness my powers. It’s time to call forth some of our own allies.”

      Havsra held up her left palm and used a long jagged nail on her right to carve a trench in it. Golden blood flowed and Havsra swung her hand from left to right, as if sowing seeds in the ground that lay between the rows of metal chariots.

      The blood splashed the ground and pooled for an instant.

      The women waited with bated breath.

      The first sign of activity was a horrible stench, like rotten eggs; the second was movement, ripples in the liquid; and the final and most horrific sign, was when the blood began to churn and boil as if something was down in the dirt trying to claw its way up into the light.

      The blood pooled into a sludge that began sparking, smoking, coalescing into forms that looked like monstrous, twisted fetuses.

      The things stirred to life, shrugging off the membranous material that coated their tiny exoskeletons as clawed hands erupted and began clawing at the dirt.

      Huldra stood back and looked at what were now six grotesque, gargoyle-like creatures, no more than two feet tall, gray in color, with tiny horns, and paper-thin wings that fluttered like moths. The things mewed, their tiny mouths opening and closing.

      “What are they?” Huldra asked.

      “My offspring,” Havsra said proudly. “They will watch over us. In the event we are unable to complete the journey, they will finish it.”

      Havsra knelt before the gargoyles and expelled the scent she’d received from Mossheart’s bird. The gargoyles inhaled the scent and then she muttered some words to them as they skittered under the cars or flew off into the air, vanishing from sight. Huldra watched them go and then moved with Havsra toward a large man who held up a hand and identified himself as a bouncer.

      The bouncer initially grinned as he watched the two women slink toward him, the curves of their bodies visible under the T-shirts. His smile wilted, however, when he spotted Havsra’s ears and tail. He opened his mouth to speak, but she punched him in the throat.

      The bouncer fell to the ground, grabbing his ruined throat, fighting for air as the two ladies continued down the tunnel, following the strong scent of what they believed was Beowulf.
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      Adam led the way with Zori following close behind him. They cut across the dance floor and neared a bald guy wearing a set of rabbit ears who was waving light sticks.

      The man tried grinding against Zori who surreptitiously punched him in the balls while snatching away his rabbit ears. The dancer grabbed his groin and sank to his knees as Adam motioned for Zori to follow him up through the crowds.

      Zori placed the rabbit ears over top of her horned helmet. The press of the other dancers forced her against Adam, who couldn’t hear a damn thing over the boom of the music. Adam could feel her hands around his arm, however, her fingers moving down from his wrist to around his waist. Her fingers gripped his midsection and he turned as another dancer shoved her forward into his arms.

      Adam stood there entangled with Zori, who grinned and softly dropped and ground against him to the sound of the music. She smiled and gently squeezed Adam’s dick while tapping him on the nose as if to say, “not yet.”

      She breezed past him, taking his hand, leading him onto the ramp that climbed the outer walls, stretching from the floor all the way up to the top of the club, which couldn’t be seen due to the poor lighting.

      Zori bent the rabbit ears down as Adam passed her up the ramp, the pair moving between floors. They exited onto a landing on the second floor and shuffled past rooms and shadow-swept lounges which they popped their heads in to inspect. They peeked into one lounge with an industrial vibe of walls made of rusted rebar, startling a pack of partiers who were canoodling, drinking, and snorting various powders off a glass table. Several of them looked vaguely like actors Adam had met, including a few well-known ones.

      They exited the lounge and continued, Adam navigating by pure instinct, listening to Zori’s description of the other items in question, hoping like hell that somebody else hadn’t found them before they tracked them down.

      They came to a large metal door. Adam tried to open it, but it was locked. He cursed. “We need a key.”

      Zori removed the rabbit ears and tugged back the fabric to reveal the wire hidden underneath.

      Working with Adam, she quickly bent and reshaped the metal into something that resembled a skeleton key. Adam inserted the key into the door’s lock and after several moments of jiggering it around with Zori’s aid, miraculously heard the door click open.

      “We make a pretty good team,” Adam said, grinning hugely as they entered a room that was partially lit by a series of red night lights, strategically positioned near a cluster of plush couches and benches.

      The space smelled of cheap incense and expensive booze.

      There was a solitary figure lying on one of the couches, a guy who bore a faint resemblance to Leonardo DiCaprio. Adam had done a rewrite on a script for DiCaprio four years earlier, a biopic on Rod Serling, and met the star for a few moments when dropping it off.

      “Leo?”

      The man on the couch rose and grinned, rubbing his stubbled face. Adam couldn’t tell if it was the real DiCaprio, but the dude was barefoot, bare-chested, and completely soused. “Checkity check it,” the man said, pointing up a solar tube in the ceiling.

      “There’s something up there, man. I been laying there trying to figure out how to get whatever it is.”

      The man laughed and staggered past Adam and Zori, who shut the door and locked it. Adam moved over to the couch and glanced up, noticing the shadow on the domed end of the solar tube.

      He jumped up on the couch, looking up to see that something had fallen into the tube. The shadow of an object was visible on the other side of the thin strip of film at the end. He figured whatever it was must have fallen on the roof and gotten lodged inside. Adam gestured at the tube, which was easily seven feet above the couch.

      “One of us needs to go up there and open that.”

      Zori moved over and Adam grabbed her toned legs and lifted her up, catching a whiff of her scent, which reminded him of freshly-cut flowers. Her shapely ass was in his face as Adam looked away. Zori eased higher, removed the strip of film and grabbed the object.

      “Got it!” she said.

      Adam slipped, and he and Zori fell onto the couch. He looked up to see her smiling, holding up a loop of what looked like golden twine. “We found it!” Adam said.

      Zori nodded. “Dromi.”

      “What is it?”

      “A binding with special properties. Once looped around a person’s wrist or a magical beast, they cannot break it.”

      She stood up and grabbed Adam’s arms, pulling him to his feet, then used the binding to tie his hands together behind his back.

      “Hey! Not cool!” he protested.

      He struggled with the bindings, but couldn’t budge them even an inch, his hands feeling as if they were encased in blocks of cement.

      “Okay, fun’s over. Time to let me go,” he said.

      Zori smiled. “You have carried your part of the bargain, Adam. You have helped us on the journey and recovered two of the items.”

      “But we’re not done yet.”

      She nodded. “True, but we have time don’t we? The others aren’t expecting us for—”

      “Fifteen minutes,” Adam replied.

      She smiled and removed her top then shimmied out of her short shorts, leaving her standing nude except for her horned helmet and boots. “Much can happen in fifteen minutes.”

      Adam marveled at her beautiful body which looked as if it had been carved from marble.

      She delicately licked Adam’s face, then began tearing his clothes off his body as Adam stood, his hands bound behind his back.

      Her touch was electric as she tugged his pants down. He couldn’t move his hands so he just stood there, rigid as a fence post, as she took his cock in her mouth and began working on it, slowly at first, then harder until he was about to explode.

      Then she stood and undid the bindings. Adam could barely contain himself as he shucked his remaining clothes and licked her nipples and then squeezed her muscular ass. He grabbed the back of her head and assisted as she dropped to her knees and went down on him again. After a few moments he let go of her head, reached down and fondled her breasts. She moaned, then shoved him so that he fell onto the couch on his back.

      She slipped onto the couch with him, lowered herself onto his engorged member and began riding him, urging him to smack her ass, which he did as the music outside continued to pump.

      “Up,” she said after several seconds. “Pick me up.”

      Adam hesitated, wondering if he had the strength, but then he remembered touching the mystical belt earlier and wrapped his arms under Zori’s ass, lifting her as he jackknifed into a seated position before getting his legs under him and kneeling on the couch cushions. She weighed a good one-fifty, but with his new strength, Adam was able to hold her up, thrusting wildly into the warrior woman. She screamed something in a language Adam didn’t recognize.

      “What does that mean?” he shouted.

      “Fuck me harder!”

      Adam laid her down on the couch and fell into a rhythm, pounding her. She grabbed his balls then repositioned herself so he could enter her from behind. Zori set her helmet aside and undid her long hair, which he grabbed and pulled back as she exhorted him to fuck her faster and faster, shrieking in her native tongue.

      Adam felt a surge of energy and raw power, sweat roping his body as Zori asked him to finger her ass. He obliged, totally lost in the moment as she squealed with delight. They moved as one for several minutes, their bodies locked like syncopated pistons, the thrill of her tightness overcoming Adam who was nearing a cataclysmic release.

      As if sensing this, Zori slowed things down. She pulled away from him and moved around, smacking his ass, her six-pack shiny with sweat, the muscles in her arms bulging.

      She pushed him to the ground and sat on his face, and began sucking him off again while gently swatting his genitals. Her nectar flowed over his face and he was about to climax when he heard another sound.

      Louder.

      Harsher.

      A deep booming note followed by something else.

      Screams.

      Adam eased Zori aside and stood, his still-rigid member in Zori’s hand. “Was that you?”

      She shook her head and then came the sounds of more screams.

      Zori let go as she gasped, “He found us!”
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      Adam and Zori shrugged on their clothes, grabbed the Dromi binding and exited the room to see chaos down below. It was impossible to discern exactly what was happening, but it looked like a riot was in progress.

      Partiers were stampeding in every direction while others were attacked and sent flying through the air by two figures, two women, Adam saw, who were kicking serious ass.

      Adam looked at Zori. “Who are they?”

      “Mossheart’s emissaries,” she answered.

      They ran back down the ramp and Zori stopped at the industrial lounge, ducking inside, gesturing to the sections of rebar. “Fetch me six of those!”

      Adam tried, and with his increased strength pried loose six lengths of rebar. Zori grabbed two of the pieces, and directed Adam to bend the rest into forms that resembled ninja throwing stars.

      Zori grabbed the stars before moving out onto the landing and peering down over the balcony.

      She pulled one of the metal stars back and hurled it at the dark-haired woman on the dance floor.

      WHAM!

      The star struck the dark-haired woman and knocked her into the water, which was still teeming with half-naked partiers.

      Adam looked for Beowulf and Aerowynn and spotted them facing off against the other woman, who was kicking and punching the other partiers. The floor was littered with their bodies.

      Adam pointed. “There they are!”

      Zori handed Adam one of the remaining pieces of rebar and kept the other for herself.

      They waded into the panicked partiers as Adam shielded Zori. He could see Beowulf on the other side of the pool, sword in hand, swinging at the other woman who had long golden hair and a tail that was shaking like the end of a rattlesnake.

      He neared the edge of the pool and that’s when he saw it.

      Saw her.

      An unmistakable face.

      Sawyer!

      She was standing by herself, phone in hand, looking absolutely terrified. Adam remembered Jaxx mentioning back at the pool that they were headed out to a club.

      “Adam?” she croaked.

      He nodded.

      “Wha-what’s going on?”

      Adam drew up alongside her. “Nothing good,” he answered.

      “This has something to do with you and those people I saw you with back at the apartment, doesn’t it?”

      “Maybe roughly it does.”

      Her eyebrows drew together. “Why roughly?”

      “’Cause when you smooth it out, the answer is yes.”

      She held her phone up to show an article on the web. Adam’s face was listed as a person of interest in a story about the death of Sid Crooks and they were referring to whoever decapitated Crooks as “The Lopper.”

      “I swear it wasn’t me,” he said.

      “It wasn’t a movie was it?” she asked, her eyes begging for an explanation. “You lied before.”

      “It wasn’t technically a lie, because I didn’t know what was going on. But I can explain everything to you if you just give me a chance. It’s not what you think.”

      “Who were those people back at your apartment?”

      “You probably won’t believe me if I tell you.”

      “Try me.”

      “Beowulf and friends.”

      “Beowulf as in…the guy from the movie?”

      “Technically it was originally a poem, but yeah.”

      Sawyer reacted, dropping her iPhone. Adam reached for it when he heard a sound. The noise a fleshy appendage makes when it rolls across a floor.

      Adam looked down and there was an impossibly long, whip-like arm wrapped around Sawyer’s leg. Adam followed the arm back to the raven-haired woman that Zori had knocked into the pool.

      The woman was visible in the water and somehow she’d shapeshifted ever so slightly into something that was vaguely amphibian, an aquatic monster woman with webbed hands and barely visible gills at the base of her neck. She was still a looker, however, and Adam was thrown by the way she smiled at him from the water.

      The woman winked at Adam then yanked Sawyer into the water.

      “Sawyer!” Adam shouted, tossing aside his glasses and diving into the pool, crashing down into the lukewarm water. He grabbed Sawyer’s ankle and was tugged around by the raven-haired woman, who moved like a seal.

      She let go of Sawyer, and Adam grabbed and swam her over to the side of the pool. Sawyer clung to him for dear life, thanking him as he climbed out of the pool and helped her up  to a waiting Jaxx.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Fraser?” Jaxx thundered.

      “I just saved Sawyer,” Adam replied, squinting, his vision blurry as he searched for his glasses.

      “Get your goddamn hands off her!”

      Jaxx shoved Adam to the floor. “Stay down, ya little bitch!”

      Adam pushed himself up but before he could respond, the whip-like hand of the water woman snapped out, wrapped around his mouth, and hauled him back into the water. The woman’s vice-like hand dragged him deeper and deeper.

      Summoning all of his newfound strength, Adam brought the length of rebar around and speared her hand, losing hold of the metal weapon in the process.

      She let go and he drifted up to the surface of the pool, gasping for air just as another burst of bubbles was released from the ceiling.

      Adam fought back through the water when he sensed movement and turned to see the woman rising out of the pool like a sea serpent.

      She was picking the other partiers up out of the water and tossing them aside like dolls, angling toward Adam. The water churned as the woman threw herself at him. He had no choice but to grab her and wrap his arms around her.

      Absent the increased strength from Beowulf’s belt, there was no way the old Adam would’ve been able to fight back, but he found himself evenly matched with the woman.

      For a moment she even seemed to stop the attack and Adam held her tight, like a lover, running his fingers over her well-muscled frame which was visible under her wet T-shirt. There was something otherworldly and yet incredibly sexy about the woman whose dark hair was slicked back, accentuating her fine-boned face and pouty lips, and gills which opened and closed with every breath.

      “What are you?” he asked.

      “What are you?” the woman shot back.

      “I’m a man.”

      She sneered. “Not from where I’m standing.”

      The woman’s greenish-yellow eyes narrowed to dots and she head-butted Adam.

      Adam crashed back into the water as the woman pounced. She grabbed Adam by the shoulders and held him at the bottom of the pool.

      Water flooded his throat and he was terrified of blacking out at any moment. Then he saw something in the woman’s eyes, a flicker of life, a look of understanding. The woman grabbed him and pulled him up for air when something landed behind her.

      The dark-haired woman let go of him for an instant, and he pushed himself up to see that Zori had come to the rescue. She was swinging her rebar at the dark-haired woman.

      Adam waded forward, jumped on top of the raven-haired woman and brought his fists down on her neck.

      The blow stunned the woman who fell forward into the water, unconscious, as Zori looped the Dromi bindings around her wrists before tossing Adam his glasses.

      “You got her?”

      Zori nodded. “I’m fine! Help the others!”

      Adam climbed out of the pool and ran to assist Beowulf and Aerowynn, who were fighting for their lives.

      Aerowynn charged the golden-haired woman, who dropped low and picked her up. Soon the women were wrestling, tearing their clothes off. Some of the braver partiers, who’d yet to flee, were snapping pictures of the fight with their cell phones while hooting and hollering. Adam yelled at them and they dispersed as the golden-haired woman lifted Aerowynn and tossed her into the pool.

      Adam dove back into the pool and grabbed Aerowynn, helping her back out as she snarled at the golden-haired woman. “She’s quite the bitch!”

      “Let’s take her down,” Adam replied.

      Aerowynn nodded and the two ran toward her. Adam went to the right, distracting the golden-haired woman as Aerowynn jumped and planted her feet on the edge of a massive beam supporting the club. She harnessed the energy of the movement, using it to propel her body sideways to tackle the golden-haired woman.

      In a flash, the two women were entangled in a blur of arms and legs. The golden-haired woman launched an uppercut that Aerowynn deflected, before unleashing a wicked drop-kick that knocked the assailant back on the ground.

      Aerowynn threw out a hand and Adam grabbed it as Aerowynn spun around and around, building up energy before kicking the golden-haired woman in the head. She crashed to the ground again but quickly jumped back up, turning her attention to Beowulf who swung his sword wildly and ineffectively.

      His glasses! Adam realized Beowulf had dropped his Elton John glasses!

      Adam searched and spotted them at the edge of the dance floor. He scooped the glasses up and flung the piece of rebar at the golden-haired woman. The rebar hit the woman in the side, momentarily disorienting her.

      “Beo!” Adam shouted. “Catch!”

      The warrior turned and Adam chucked him his glasses.

      Beowulf caught the glasses, and in one fluid movement, slid them on while bringing his sword around in a cutting motion.

      Hrunting, Beowulf’s mammoth sword, bisected the golden-haired woman just below her breastbone. There was a torrent of golden blood as the woman’s two halves landed on the dance floor with a sickening thud.

      Beowulf stumbled-stepped forward, peering down at the attacker as the remaining partiers saw this and shrieked in horror. Adam caught sight of Sawyer being dragged through a side door by Jaxx as Zori appeared, hauling the still-unconscious raven-haired woman by her bindings.

      “We need to leave now,” Adam said.

      Beowulf pointed to the raven-haired woman. “What of her?”

      “She comes with us.”

      Beowulf raised his sword. “Tell me why I shouldn’t dispatch her right now.”

      “Because she might have information,” Adam replied.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adam grabbed Sawyer’s dropped iPhone and then he and Zori carried the unconscious water woman, leading the way out through a rear entrance.

      Night had fallen.

      A dozen partiers were still visible, climbing into their cars, making for the freeway. The red and blue lights of the police were visible down the street, and Adam realized they only had seconds to find a way out. He spotted a man getting ready to enter a sports car, a sleek white Mercedes AMG S63. Adam grabbed the man’s arm. “We need that!” he shouted.

      Recognition tightened the man’s face as he held up his hands. Adam recognized him as a television actor who’d been booted from a Netflix show after getting too hands-on with a makeup artist. “You’re the one from back in the club aren’t you?” said the actor. “The one with the sword guy and the ladies.”

      “Damn straight,” Adam said.

      The man tossed Adam the keys to the car and ran off into the night. Adam ushered everyone into the sports car and fired it up, watching the cops getting closer.

      “So…that could’ve gone better,” Adam said.

      Beowulf looked at Adam. “What went wrong?”

      “You killed another person, and we partially ruined the city’s premier nightclub. Oh, and we’re all kinda wanted for the murder of my landlord. It’s all over the web.”

      Beowulf furrowed his brow. “Which web?”

      “A spider’s web?” Zori asked.

      “Forget about it.”

      “Other than that, Adam, how are we looking?” Beowulf asked.

      “Well, we’re about to add grand theft auto right below murder on the list of charges but other than that we’re good.”

      “Excellent,” Beowulf replied, oblivious. “Then let us be off.”

      Adam put the sports car in gear and realized it had night-vision capabilities. “Hold on.”

      He left the headlights off but pinned the gas pedal to the floor, every tiny horse under the hood roaring to life as the car leaped forward, burning rubber across the parking lot before swerving violently through a gap in the rear fence and heading through an alley into downtown Los Angeles and away from the police.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Far overhead, dark forms held aloft by a strong current circled. The gargoyles who’d been given life and Adam’s scent by Havsra, began their descent, soaring over the tops of buildings, tracking the Mercedes as it ripped down the city streets. It was only a matter of time before they intercepted it.
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      Mossheart exited the Range Rover and looked up at the skull-colored moon. He smiled.

      It was a very good omen.

      He and Manny were standing on the street in a neighborhood full of ultramodern homes, many of them 20,000 square foot structures on 21,000 square foot lots. In front of them, beyond a stone and steel gate and wall, was a massive, multi-tiered estate that looked like a wedding cake propped up on a handful of fluted, gold columns.“This is it, Mister Mossheart,” Manny said. “This is where the producer Harlan Bale lives.”

      “The man must be an emperor.”

      “Pretty sure he thinks he is.”

      They approached the gate and Manny spotted a security box and buzzer. Mossheart stepped aside and allowed Manny to conjure up a ball of flames that he used to melt the box and gate lock.

      Mossheart pulled the gate open as he and Manny moved across a paver walkway, the grounds manicured like a park, everything covered in slate and polished stone, fountains and sculptures here and there. Mossheart made sure to step only on every fourth paver, following a pattern only he could see.

      They neared the front door and Manny paused. “What do you think happened to Beowulf?”

      “Hopefully something excruciatingly painful.”

      Manny pointed to the door. “What happens if Bale doesn’t have what you need?”

      “Then we’ll leave,” Mossheart replied.

      “Just like that?”

      Mossheart grinned. “Just like that. After all, Manny, I’m not an unreasonable man.”

      Mossheart turned and violently assembled a ball of plasma that he touched to the door, causing it to burst from its hinges. The door imploded and Mossheart led Manny inside, into a foyer that seemed like it was constructed from acres of shiny marble and glass-etched walls, bejeweled chandeliers, and King Louis-style furniture.

      A figure was standing at the other end of the foyer, a tall, regal looking man in black slacks and jacket with a wolf-like face. Manny had seen the man before on the TV or in a magazine, he couldn’t remember which.

      “Mister Bale,” Manny gasped.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Bale replied.

      Mossheart mimed a bow. “Ludovicus Mossheart at your service.”

      “And I’m Harlan Bale, dickhead. Let me be the first to say that you have made a serious mistake.”

      Bale pulled a cell phone out of his pocket. “Harlan Bale,” Mossheart added softly, wagging a finger. “Your name. Ten letters. A full number. Do you know what that means?”

      Bale shook his head.

      “It means that it can either portend greatness or disaster.”

      Bale waved his phone. “It’s going to be a disaster for you, asshole, because I’m calling the police.”

      “Not before we have a little talk.”

      “What the hell do you want?”

      Mossheart grinned. “Much.”
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* * *

      Adam gripped the wheel of the Mercedes, veering through traffic, trying to put as many miles as he could between it and all that had happened back at the club. He spun the wheel and the sports car shot across two lanes of traffic, drifting down forgotten side streets and the kind of narrow arteries that only existed in industrial areas.

      “How are you doing?” Beowulf asked.

      “My mouth feels like a desert, my hands feel like they’re in ice, and I’m pretty sure I pissed my pants back there.”

      “But otherwise you’re okay?”

      Adam sighed and nodded as they cruised across the city.

      “How do you know where you’re going?” Zori asked.

      “I know this city like the back of my hand. I’ve been to pitch meetings all the way from Malibu to San Bernardino over the last eight years.”

      “Spinning your stories?” Zori asked.

      Adam nodded. “And I was pretty damn good at it for a while.”

      “What happened?”

      Adam sighed. “Screenwriting’s a rough trade. Lots of peaks and valleys. You’re on top of the world one minute, and down in the dumps the next. I haven’t been to the top of the mountain in a long time.”

      “Maybe this will be your next story, Adam Fraser,” Beowulf said with a sly grin. “Maybe what we do here will get you to the summit once again.”

      Adam sucked in a breath through his teeth. “But first we’ve got to find the next weapon, huh?”

      Beowulf nodded as Adam pulled the Mercedes over behind an enormous dumpster at the back of a deserted junkyard on the far edge of Chinatown.

      Everyone exited, and Beowulf set his tracking device down on the ground and waited for it to point them in the right direction. Adam could see that the tracking device was pointing toward an area that wasn’t far away, down near the Los Angeles River.

      “Do you know that area?” Beowulf asked.

      Adam nodded. “It’s near a river where a lot of movies were filmed. I went there once when I was helping scout locations for a movie.”

      Several cop cars rocketed past just down the street and Adam tensed, realizing there might be a dragnet out for them once the police found the body of the golden-haired woman back in the club. He envisioned the headlines on the internet, “The Lopper Strikes Again!”

      “Probably best if we lay low for a while,” he said.

      Adam and Beowulf moved away from the others, scoping out the area, making sure they hadn’t been pursued.

      “You fought well back there,” Beowulf said.

      “You were the one who did all the work.”

      Beowulf shook his head. “I hadn’t thought it when we first met, but there’s a fire that burns inside you.”

      “That’s called indigestion.”

      Beowulf didn’t get the joke. He handed his sword to Adam. “Have you used one before?”

      “Nope. There’s not a lot of use for swords in Los Angeles.”

      “Thrust it,” Beowulf said.

      “C’mon, Beo, there’s no time for this and—”

      “There is always time to prepare for the unexpected, Adam. If I were to fall in battle, you would have to carry on. You would have to use Hrunting to destroy our enemies.”

      Adam barked a laugh. “You’re indestructible, man.”

      “I thought that once upon a time. Many men have witnessed my strength for themselves, have watched me rise from the darkness of battle, dripping with my enemies’ blood, defeating five great giants in chains, swimming in the blackness of night, hunting monsters, death was my errand and the fate I had earned, and—”

      Adam held up his hands, stopping Beowulf who was working himself up into a lather. “Okay, okay, I get it, Beo. You’ve kicked a lot of ass.”

      Beowulf breathed deeply. “What I meant was, when you are younger you believe your days are without number, but as you age, the dust falls from your eyes, and you see things for the way they truly are. I may have the strength of thirty men in each hand, Adam, but I’m still just a mortal. I may fall and so I look to you, Zori, and Aerowynn.”

      “I don’t know if I’m up for the challenge,” Adam replied, staring at the sword. “I don’t know if I can handle this thing.”

      Adam continued to peer at the sword as Beowulf circled him. “What does your book say about Hrunting, Adam? Huh? It says it was a rare and ancient weapon, the iron blade crafted with ill-boding patterns, tempered in blood. It has never failed the hand of anyone who hefted it in battle, anyone who fought and faced the worst in the gap of danger. It has always done what was asked of it, always helped them who wielded it to perform heroic feats.”

      The sword seemed to hum, a warm current passing through it. Adam held it up and swung it, poorly at first. “Again,” Beowulf said.

      Adam swung it again, but his weight wasn’t balanced properly and he nearly fell over.

      “Again!” Beowulf shouted. “The power rests in your thighs, in your trunk.”

      Adam swung the sword and Beowulf caught the blade and forced it down.  “You’re not chopping wood, Adam. It’s easy to chop, but almost impossible to cut perfectly.”

      “So what’s the secret?”

      “Balance, grip, and control. You need to hold it with both hands and align the blade edge with your arms before you commence stepping.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “Everything is easy with concentration. You need to move all of those things in one line, remembering never to merely swing the sword, but let the blade dance on its own accord. Follow the rule of steel.”

      “Who taught you all this?” Adam asked.

      “My father,” Beowulf answered.

      By chance, Adam remembered reading the name of Beowulf’s father and blurted out, “Ecgtheow.”

      “That’s right,” Beowulf replied, smiling. “He was a good man known to far-off folk and lived many winters before he was cut down in his prime. Even today he is remembered by sage men throughout the world’s width. What he didn’t teach me, Hrothgar did. And you? What of your father?”

      “He died when I was eighteen,” Adam said.

      “Was he slain by a monster?”

      Adam looked up and nodded. “Cancer.”

      “I’m sorry that he has ascended.”

      Adam smiled, wistful. “He’s the reason I’m out here. Before he passed he made me promise that I’d follow my dreams. He made me promise that I’d come out to Los Angeles and give things a shot.”

      “He was a good man, yes?”

      Adam nodded. “He was the best. Didn’t teach me how to swing a sword or anything like that, but I learned everything I know from him.”

      “You miss him?”

      “Only every day of my life.”

      A moment passed between them and then Beowulf raised a finger. “The Havamal, the words of the high one, says that cattle die and kindred die, but the love a father gives to a son is something that burns hotter than fire. It can never be extinguished. It is eternal.”

      Adam took this in, then he grasped the sword and followed Beowulf’s lead. He danced a little on his tippy-toes, then swung Hrunting with more power this time, more grace.

      He brought the sword in against his chest and then extended it, moving his right foot back, planting it, locking his body in place as if it was a coiled spring.

      Then he crouched and put all of his weight behind a surgical strike, weaving the sword in a cutting motion so hard that it ripped the air.

      Beowulf laughed. “You were born to do that.”

      The ladies were clapping. Beowulf took the sword back, sighing, looking exhausted. They moved over next to the Mercedes. “You should go and find the next item,” Beowulf said to Adam, gesturing at the unconscious water woman. “We will stay here and keep an eye on her.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you’re the only one who knows his way around this place in the dark.”

      “I will go with you,” Aerowynn offered.

      “What happens if they’re confronted by more like her?” Zori asked Beowulf, motioning to the water woman. “They have no weapons.”

      Adam popped the trunk on the sports car and found two tennis racquets and a set of golf clubs in the back. They’d have to do. He tossed Aerowynn one of the racquets and grabbed the biggest metal driver he could find.

      “Take the tracker with you,” Beowulf said.

      Tracking device and improvised weapons in hand, Adam and Aerowynn trotted down an alley that lay between a grouping of deserted foundries ringed by rusted fences. There were a few shouts off in the distance and several hungry homeless prowling about, but otherwise the coast was relatively clear.

      The duo kept to the shadows cast by the foundries, sliding across one deserted street after another, on the lookout for any signs of the police.

      They were close, only a thousand yards or so away from the river.

      They ran down a sidewalk and scaled a chain link fence. Adam helped Aerowynn down the other side.

      “I forgot to thank you for back there,” she said.

      “At the club?”

      Aerowynn nodded. “We were confronted by two of Mossheart’s underlings and we performed well together, did we not?”

      “I went one way and you went the other,” Adam said. “And then we met in the middle.”

      “We came together,” Aerowynn said. “Which is something I hope we can do together again in the very near future.”

      She winked at Adam who was about to respond with something witty when he heard a sound. A very strange sound, almost like knives being rubbed together.

      He blinked and looked up and that’s when he spotted it.

      Something in the sky.

      There for an instant and then gone.

      He set the tracking device down and squinted.

      “Did you…did you see that?”

      “What?”

      “Up there…in the sky. I saw it…saw something.”

      Aerowynn shook her head and then Adam saw it again.

      Only this time there were more of the objects.

      What looked like…a flock of birds.

      Too large to be pigeons. What were they? Vultures? Why the hell was a flock of vultures flying around Chinatown at night?

      Adam raised a hand, and that’s when it struck him.

      One of the things flew down and slammed into his chest, knocking him to the ground. He rolled over to see that it wasn’t a bird after all, but something black, deformed, a mass of claws and wings and snapping teeth.

      “GARGOYLES!” Aerowynn shouted before a flock of the demonic creatures swarmed her.
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      Adam grabbed his golf club and brought it up as the gargoyle mounted his chest and bit at him.

      The monster’s teeth latched onto the metal club, and Adam used it to shrug the beast aside.

      Then he leaped to his feet, clenched the club with both hands, and drove the shit out of the gargoyle, clobbering it and splitting open its skull as orange ooze sprayed in every direction.

      Twirling the club like a baseball player getting ready for the pitch, Adam ran to Aerowynn’s aid as she swung her racket at the gargoyles.

      One of the things swooped down and grabbed her hair, lifting her off the ground.

      Adam jumped and snagged her legs.

      He pulled her down and then the two went to work, standing with their backs to each other.

      Adam teed up on the monstrosities, chopping them down as they dive-bombed him. One of the gargoyles slashed with its tiny talons, opening up a gash on the back of his neck as he planted the face of the driver in its face, obliterating the beast.

      Aerowynn was a force of nature, whipping her racquet to the side, then swinging a beautiful backhand that pulped two of the gargoyles before using the racquet’s edge to karate-chop another.

      Adam atomized another gargoyle, crabbing back to see that Aerowynn was bringing her racquet around, fixing a look on the final gargoyle who was shooting down at them like a fighter jet.

      “Get down!” she shouted. “Hands and knees!”

      Adam did as he was told, dropping to his knees, hands braced under himself as Aerowynn ran forward and jumped, using his back as a springboard to fly into the air where she brought her racquet down, eviscerating the final gargoyle.

      She dropped to the ground and somersaulted before springing up on the balls of her feet. Adam rose to meet her, admiring her ass-kicking abilities. “You in one piece?” he asked, retrieving the tracking device.

      She smiled and nodded. “Thanks.”

      He dropped and studied what was left of one of the gargoyles, using his club to trace the contours of its twisted-up face and oversized jaws. “What the hell are these?”

      “Like I said before, gargoyles. Mossheart’s handiwork. We’ve seen them before.”

      “I can’t wait to meet that evil sonofabitch.”

      “Pray that we acquire all of the weapons before we do.”

      “He’s that much of a badass?” Adam asked.

      She nodded. “Especially when he is in the fullness of his powers and has the ability to levitate.”

      “He can fly?”

      “He can do much more than that.”

      They moved across a parking lot and Adam took the lead, navigating through a hole in another fence and down through a stand of shrubbery that dropped to the wide concrete embankment and culvert through which flowed the Los Angeles River.

      “Since when is this a river?” Aerowynn asked, looking at the pathetic coil of water.

      “Since we’re in a city of four million people built out in what is damned near a desert.”

      “It’s a sorry-looking thing.”

      Adam shrugged. “It’s the best we’ve got.”

      He held her hand and dropped down the embankment before the pair came to a rest on a horizontal slab of concrete. Adam allowed his eyes to acclimate to the darkness, then set Beowulf’s tracker down and angled it into a pool of moonlight so he could get his bearings.

      They were close.

      Very close.

      They slid down into the water, which looked like melted lead in the moonlight. The water was cool but only rose to their ankles. The concrete culvert was incredibly slick from what Adam reckoned was several inches of algae.

      They stopped at the edge of a small waterfall, an area where one section of the culvert dropped four feet down into another one, creating a kind of lagoon.

      “It’s down there,” Adam said.

      Before he could take a step, Aerowynn jumped down into the water and partially vanished from sight.

      She emerged seconds later, holding what looked like a charm or bracelet of some kind.

      “This is it,” Aerowynn said. “The vitality band.”

      She reached out a hand and Adam grabbed her wrist and pulled her up and then—

      Aerowynn slipped and Adam grabbed her around the waist and pulled her up. Somehow, Aerowynn’s hand brought the band around and it suctioned onto Adam’s wrist.

      Adam nearly jumped out of his skin. Every fiber of his being was instantly on fire. Then he felt a strong current begin at the back of his skull. It flowed through his eyes, which rolled back in their sockets.

      He felt stronger than strong and lifted Aerowynn up, carrying her back a few feet before easing her down in the middle of the channel.

      His glasses fell from his head, vanishing into the inky-black water. He felt faint for an instant.

      “Wha-what was that?” he asked.

      “The band was working through you,” she replied.

      Adam saw that the band was fixed around his wrist, so tight that it was nearly cutting off his circulation. It was also glowing green.

      “It’s green,” he said.

      “Green is good,” Zori answered with a nod.

      He tried to pry the band off his wrist, but it was no use. His eyes roamed from the band to Aerowynn, who was peering at him.

      “What?”

      “It’s just…I can’t believe you’re wearing it,” she said.

      “It snapped around my wrist. I can’t get the damned thing off.”

      “You don’t understand. Nobody is supposed to be able to wear that but Beowulf. That was crafted by the gods specifically for him or his kin. Do you know what this means?”

      “It likes me?”

      She shook her head and muttered, “agni.”

      “What?”

      “That means…Chosen One,” she said. “The band has chosen you because you have been anointed. You are one of the elect. I had my doubts about you initially, but now it’s clear that you are full of the spirit of the warrior.”

      “I’m full of it alright,” Adam said.

      She moved across the water and grabbed him forcefully. “There was a reason we were brought here,” she said, her breath hot on Adam’s lips.

      “It was an accident.”

      She shook her head. “It was on purpose. It was by design. The gods willed it.”

      “The gods willed you to come to Los Angeles?”

      “Don’t you see that they brought us together so we could unite to defeat the evil?”

      Adam snorted. Aerowynn put her hands around his neck, strong fingers pulling him in as he raised his head to meet her wet, briny kiss.

      Still juiced with adrenaline and a surge from the vitality band, Adam kissed her back, running his hands over her tight ass and firm breasts. Their tongues mingled for a moment and Aerowynn cupped Adam’s expanding erection and squeezed it so hard he yelped. Then she held up a hand as he moved to kiss her again. “No, there is no time.”

      “There’s a little.”

      “No.”

      “Not even for the Chosen One?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “Soon the journey will be over and then a new one will begin. An exploration of each other.”

      And with that, she took off back through the water as Adam watched her go. He stared down at the vitality band but worried about everything it represented. Adam Fraser, the Chosen One. Seriously? A quasi-homeless, has-been screenwriter whose only worldly possessions were two hundred bucks in the bank, and a 2008 Honda Accord with three good tires? Chosen One my ass, he thought. Nevertheless, he felt strong and made a “most muscular” pose before tripping and nearly falling sideways into the river.

      He began dreaming up the cast for the movie about his life. He’d write the script of course, and Hugh Jackman could play Beowulf, while Chris Pratt could play him, with maybe Jennifer Lawrence as Aerowynn. He smiled and waded through the water, his mind whirring with alarming scenarios as he tried to banish the bad thoughts of what might happen if and when Mossheart confronted him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adam and Aerowynn climbed back up the embankment and hustled to the Mercedes only to see that the water woman was slowly rousing.

      “Success!” Beowulf shouted. “You found the band!”

      Adam held it up, and Beowulf tried to remove it from his arm but was unable to.

      “You know what this means, don’t you?” Zori asked.

      “Yeah, I’m kinda the Chosen One,” Adam replied.

      Beowulf frowned. Then he spotted the wound on the back of Adam’s neck. “What happened?”

      “Ran into a pack of gargoyles,” Adam replied as Zori treated his wound with some of the salve that was used to treat Beowulf’s hand.

      “Another gift from Mossheart,” Aerowynn said.

      Beowulf touched the asphalt with the tip of his sword. “He knows we are following him.”

      Adam held up a fist. “All we need is the last item and then it’ll be time to take him down.”

      Beowulf massaged his face, brooding, deep in contemplation. Adam thought Beowulf was pissed about the vitality band. He held up it up. “I’m sorry about this. I don’t know what happened, but it sucked onto my arm.”

      “As it did to me once upon a time.”

      “You’re not mad then?”

      Beowulf shook his head. “It simply means that we are brothers now.” He slapped Adam roughly on the shoulder. “We are bound by the gifts of iron and fire. All that is left on our journey is the discovery of Odin’s spear and then, as you said, we will be ready to finish Mossheart once and for all!”

      Adam set the tracking device down on the ground and waited for it to point them in the right direction. He could see that it was pointing in the direction of an area he knew well. The Hollywood Hills.

      “That is where it is,” Beowulf said. “That is where Gungnir will be found.”

      “What’s so important about the spear anyway?” Adam asked.

      “Mortal instruments, steel and stone, can wound Mossheart, but only an ancient heirloom blessed by the gods, like Gungnir, can take their lives.”

      “There is also the crystal,” Aerowynn said.

      Beowulf nodded. “She tells true. The sorcerer carries with him a crystal. If that crystal is destroyed, it may be possible to overwhelm him and snatch his life away.”

      Adam turned and pointed off in the distance, to a sweep of sparkling lights. “That’s where the last object is, that spear of yours.”

      “How many acres long is it from us?” Zori asked.

      Adam shrugged. “About twenty minutes, but if I really crank the car I can get us there in fifteen.”

      A groan echoed and Adam and the others glanced sideways to see that the achingly beautiful water woman was fully awake.

      “What do we do with her?” he asked.

      “She’s aligned herself with Mossheart. We will need to know what she knows,” Beowulf said.

      Adam’s eyebrows raised in curiosity. “How are we going to do that?”

      Aerowynn looked up. “I’ll show you.”

      She motioned for Adam to pull the water woman out of the car and he obliged. He pulled her out and laid her down so that her head was resting against the driver’s side tire.

      Aerowynn dropped to her haunches and brought the tips of both index fingers around. She muttered words in some guttural language and when she touched her fingers to the water woman’s head, the woman’s eyes sprang open and friction sparks flew.

      Adam drew back as Aerowynn began chanting while pressing her forehead against the water woman’s temple. He looked over at Zori who whispered, “She knows the ways and wonders of the invisible world.”

      Aerowynn’s mantra-like chanting reached a crescendo and the water woman’s body convulsed, the woman fighting Aerowynn, who held her in place. There was a flash of light and Aerowynn fell back as the water woman tumbled to the side, groaning, semi-conscious.

      Adam helped Aerowynn up, pushing back a tendril of her sweat-slicked hair. “Bale,” Aerowynn said. “Harlan Bale. That is where she says Mossheart has gone.”

      “Does that name mean anything to you?” Beowulf asked.

      Adam nodded. He knew exactly who Bale was and where he lived.
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      Mossheart had Harlan Bale by the scruff of his jacket, dragging him down a long twisty corridor in the producer’s mansion.

      “Money? Is that what you want?!” Bale squawked. “Because I’ve got a safe in the basement if you need—”

      “I need only one thing from you,” Mossheart replied, dropping Bale to the ground. “I need the creature’s bythos.”

      Bale looked up at Mossheart. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Mossheart twirled a finger and created a loop of orange light. The light had no real power, but Mossheart had found that simply summoning the light was often sufficient to terrify mortals.

      “You have the time it takes a large man to eat a small meal to tell me where your secrets lie, Harlan Bale.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “Most geniuses are,” Mossheart replied.

      “The collection,” Manny said. “He wants to see your collection.”

      “And I’m telling you, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Mossheart angled the loop of light at Bale’s groin. “They say a man who loses his sex organs is unable to scream. We’re about to find out whether that’s true…”

      “Fine!” Bale shouted, standing, trembling. “I’ll show you what I have.”

      He turned and moved briskly down the corridor. Manny gaped at all of the luxuries and the black paint on the walls, along with strange paintings and what might be framed S&M gear that looked stolen from an old Nine Inch Nails video.  “This place is creepy to the power of ten.”

      “That’s the look I was going for,” Bale replied.

      “Meant to tell you that I’m a big fan of your ‘Death Blow’ movies, Mister Bale.”

      Bale, annoyed and frightened, flipped Manny a middle finger and passed an assortment of young, scantily clad women who ran in the other direction. It was obvious that Bale had been “entertaining” before Mossheart and Manny showed up.

      “I see you enjoy the company of young maidens, Harlan Bale.”

      “I swear they’re all over the age of eighteen!”

      The producer stopped at a wall pinned with an immense, cheesy oil painting of…Harlan Bale. Bale removed the painting to reveal a small black button. He tapped the button and the wall shifted on hidden hinges, sliding sideways like a pocket door.

      On the other side of the door was a passageway that led into the center of the structure. There was another door centered with a silver pad. Mossheart watched Bale press the palm of his hand to the pad.

      A red light flashed green and this door opened to reveal the inner sanctum of the home, an octagonal space heavy with shadows.

      Bale clapped his hands and a few lights flashed on to reveal glass cases lining the wall.

      The cases were filled with every sort of item imaginable, beginning with an assortment of drugs.

      Mossheart perused white power, green powder, yellow powers, syringes filled with golden liquid, and pills and tablets.

      Mossheart knocked these aside, shattering the syringes and scattering the rest of the drugs.

      Bale reacted, pressing his hands to his head. “Aghh! Anything but the drugs! Do you know how much that stuff cost?”

      “Your worries are of no moment,” Mossheart replied.

      The alchemist stalked around the room, observing old movie posters, clothing, guns, swords, all manner of what looked like torture instruments, cases of insects, bones, skulls, and pieces of what looked like ancient medical equipment, and of course vials. Hundreds of vials of different colored liquids. These he paid particular attention to.

      “You have quite an assortment here,” Mossheart said.

      “I’ve been collecting for a long time.”

      “I want the creature’s life essence.”

      “I still don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Mossheart stared with hard vigilance at the producer. “I speak of Grendel.”

      “The monster, he means,” Manny said.

      “I know what Grendel is,” Bale said, more annoyed than scared. “I worked on a goddamn TV show about him.”

      “Then I’ll have his essence,” Mossheart said.

      “He means the DNA from the display at the convention center,” Manny offered. “That’s what he wants.”

      Bale barked a nasty laugh. “That? Why the hell would you want that crap? It’s worthless. It’s garbage I bought on eBay from some ex-archaeologist who said it was demonic DNA from somewhere in Denmark or Sweden called Lejre.”

      “It is only worthless to them who do not know how to use it,” Mossheart said.

      Bale turned and fumbled with the cases, opening one and removing a long, metal tray that held a multitude of small vials.

      “Knock yourself out,” he said, holding it up to Mossheart. “Just don’t tell anybody about the drugs or the girls, okay? I’ve got a reputation to uphold.”

      Mossheart held up the tray and counted and then recounted the vials.

      Twenty-four in all.

      This was good. Very good.

      The number twenty-four represented to some the idea of family, which Mossheart thought was apropos since he was readying to add to his.

      He closed his eyes and his second sense directed him to what he was looking for. An orange glow hovered over a vial in the middle of the tray, one filled with amber liquid dotted with little globs of gold.

      “I have it!” he shouted, raising the vial up like a trophy.

      Bale suddenly ran from the room and Mossheart waved a hand to Manny. “Let him go! It’s too late! It’s too late for all of them!”

      Mossheart reserved the other vials but began smashing everything else in sight that contained liquid until there was a pool on the ground at his feet.

      Then he set his sack down on a nearby table and removed all of the contents save for one spell, the one that could return him to his own time. A portion of the rest of the ingredients he cast down in the middle of the pool.

      He crouched, stirring the water with a loop of orange energy. If only he had his fully energized crystal, he thought. It would have made things so much easier, but he would have to make do. He spoke, whispering the most powerful prayer he knew: the one that would resurrect Grendel.

      All of his anxieties and concern over rituals suddenly seemed to melt away. He was simultaneously exhausted and exulted, swept up in the moment, on the verge, at least in his mind, of something epochal.

      It all suddenly became clear to him.

      He would create an army of monsters to bring the city to its knees, and then he would walk through the debris and declare himself king. There was no need to go back now. He would become the ruler of this strange new land.

      The words of the required incantation came easily to the alchemist as he tossed the remaining ingredients into the noxious pool at his feet.

      He began chanting: “I adjure you, o spirit, ram-bearer, who dwells among the graves upon the bones of the dead, that you will accept from my hand this offering, and do my will by bringing me a vision from the great void. Raise up your spirit, your unholy offspring Grendel, descendant of Cain, so that it may speak to me without fear, and tell me the truth without deception! Let me not be afraid of him, and let him answer whatever question I need to ask him! Bring the monster forth!”

      The syrupy puddle began rotating counter-clockwise, and a rank biological odor mixed with the penny-bitter smell of blood filled the air.

      Mossheart was familiar with the ways of sorcery, but even his legs became wobbly, revulsion welling up inside of him even as he couldn’t tear his eyes away.

      His testicles drew up into his gut as the outline of a body, a titanic skeletal frame, unfolded on the ground.

      The liquid was sucked up into what Mossheart could see was musculature that was fashioning itself together into a kind of horrific, oversized jigsaw puzzle, of the kind that he’d witnessed children playing with.

      The vaguest hint of a leg appeared, then an arm, then the laddering of a long, thick spine and a lantern-jaw with an angular head that was vaguely insectile.

      The jaw began to slowly saw back and forth, a bubble of what looked like blood issuing from what might be a nostril.

      Mossheart was shocked to see something moving in and out like a bellows.

      Internal organs.

      A heart, sections of slicked alabaster skin that quickly darkened to the color of caramel and something else.

      Two dots, a pair of eyes that winked like the points on a couple of knives.

      Manny gasped as the construct, what he knew down in his gut was the resurrected monster called Grendel, planted a massive newly-formed hand down on the ground, then another.

      Grendel loosed a high-pitched gibbering squeal that turned into a deep-throated roar as it pulled itself up to its full and terrible height, its bones locking into place.

      Mossheart marveled at the monster that was easily fifteen feet tall. An outer membrane, a kind of faux skin sloughed off, revealing welted flesh underneath mottled with rough fur. Grendel shrieked and then its eyes rotated in the direction of Manny and Mossheart.

      “That thing looks pissed, Mister Mossheart.”

      “Just hungry.”

      “Yeah, but for what?”

      Mossheart’s heart leaped because there was no emotion in the demon’s eyes, just a look of pain, hunger, and deep-seated anger.

      Grendel took one step forward and a hideous leer came over its face.

      Mossheart exhaled and looked to Manny. “Say hello to Grendel, Manny.”

      Manny trembled at the sight of the infamous abomination, then noticed that there was movement at Grendel’s feet.

      Something…some things were moving in the liquid, which was teeming with life, what looked like a swarm of tadpoles darting about.

      Mossheart dumped several more vials into the liquid as things began to take shape, the tadpoles growing into larger things, fat fusing with muscle and ligature which connected to bone, the deformed beasties soon taking shape, abominations with marble-white skin crisscrossed with greenish veins.

      Manny saw things that surpassed any nightmare he’d ever experienced, but what were they? he wondered. They looked like the kind of fucked up shit he’d only seen in video games like Fortnite Save the World?

      “Jötunn,” Mossheart whispered, giggling. “Trolls.”

      Five troll-like things, no more than three feet tall, righted themselves, their snake-like mouths distending, talon-like hands clicking back and forth.

      Beside them were two small dragon-like creatures with short, leathery wings. Membranes slid back to reveal that the dragons had cherry-red eyes. They flapped their wings and hissed in Manny’s direction as his legs became jellylike while staring at the monstrosities.

      “What are you going to do with t-them?” Manny stammered.

      Mossheart pocketed the remaining vials and grinned broadly. “I’m going to let them do what they do best, Manny. Run amok.”
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      Adam plumbed his memory, trying to remember the last time he’d specifically driven past Harlan Bale’s house. It was four years earlier, he was certain of it. He’d worked on a rewrite of an action script called Hellified that Bale was co-producing with another big-time producer named Roberto di Bonaventura. The story was about a group of lost souls, former soldiers, who banded together to bust out of hell. Like everything else he’d worked on, the script languished in development and was never made.

      Adam stopped the sports car near a section of shrubbery at the base of the Hollywood Hills, only a few blocks from the home of the producer Foster Frieze.

      He exited the car and gaped through the back window. The water woman was by this time awake, but still disoriented and mercifully silent. Adam was fearful that she would start shrieking bloody murder, but she just stared at everyone while struggling with her bindings.

      After checking Beowulf’s tracking device, Adam moved into the street to get his bearings and checked Sawyer’s cellphone.

      He had thoughts of calling the police but realized nothing good would come of it. He could see himself chatting with the cops, pinned face down on the hood of a patrol car, explaining that the mythical warrior Beowulf had somehow been sent to modern-day Los Angeles and had decapitated one guy and chopped a lady in half because he was convinced they were demons. No, no, officer, he’d say. I didn’t have anything to do with the decapitation of Mr. Crooks or the laid chopped in half back at the club. It was all Beowulf’s doing!

      He saw lots of publicity in his future and little of it good, his face adorning TMZ’s website for months, along with a short trial thereafter, the outcome of which, in a best-case scenario, would an extended stay at one of the state’s finest mental health facilities. Nope, there was no way he could call the cops or anyone else. He’d have to see the journey to its end.

      Glancing about, he spotted the two massive houses that would need to be searched: one of which was Harlan Bale’s place, and the other the house that might, if they were lucky, hold  Gungnir, Beowulf’s spear.

      A tour bus filled with gawkers scoping the houses of the Hollywood stars rumbled past and Adam held up his hand, covering his face, as one of the tourists, a rotund man with a giant camera, snapped a few pictures. Adam stumbled into Beowulf who was trying to get his bearings. “Little late in the day to be asking this, but what did Mossheart do to you anyway?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you’re chasing this guy through time, hunting him down, which means there’s a reason why you want him so bad.”

      “He’s a villain, Adam.”

      “And?”

      “Isn’t that enough?”

      Adam scratched his head. “I’ve written a bunch of stuff and most of it involved bad guys in one way or another. I don’t think I ever worked on one that was one-dimensional though.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means most of the time there’s a reason the villains are doing what they’re doing. There’s a backstory. There’s a human element to them.”

      “His father murdered my father,” Beowulf said.

      “Jesus.”

      “It happened long ago, but it may as well have been yesterday. His father, Constantine, was banished from his island and sought refuge in our lands. He was soon revealed to be a wicked man, however, one who reveled in plunder, profligacy, and riot. My father confronted him. The sorcerer agreed to leave, but when my father lowered his guard, the devil cast a withering spell on him. He wasted away and died before the next day’s moon.”

      “So that’s what this is all about? Revenge?”

      Beowulf looked at Adam as if this was the most ludicrous thing he’d ever heard. “To his friend a man should be his friend, but of his foe, no man shall the friend’s friend be.”

      “You sound like Dr. Seuss.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” Beowulf replied.

      “That makes two of us.”

      Beowulf scrunched up his nose. “What I say should need no explanation. Right is right, and blood will have blood.”

      “When does it end?”

      “When I have the wizard’s head in hand. And when that moment comes, I shall pinch out his eyes and piss in the sockets.”

      “At least you’re not holding onto the anger,” Adam replied.

      “This much I know, Adam. A cowardly man thinks he will live forever if warfare he avoids, but old age will give him no peace though spears may spare him.”

      “I think I understand.”

      Beowulf nodded. “I have sworn an oath. I will not rest until that ergil, that spinner of charms, has breathed his last breath.”

      Beowulf turned and pointed at Bale’s mansion as a man became visible, running away from it. Adam thought that it looked a lot like the producer Harlan Bale himself. “I will go there with Zori and search for Mossheart.”

      “What about us?” Adam asked.

      Beowulf pointed at the other mansion. “You and Aerowynn will take the water woman and search for Gungnir. Once you have found it, join us outside the other structure.”

      “What happens if the owners of the houses are home?”

      Beowulf pursed his lips. “That which fate has ordered shall come to pass.”

      Adam smirked. “Yeah, that was kinda the total opposite of the answer I wanted to hear.”

      Beowulf returned the smile and laid a hand on Adam’s shoulder. Adam followed Beowulf’s gaze to the water woman. “Be mindful of that one. I have experiences with her kind.”

      “How?”

      “I fought a battle against her people before. One of my men may have killed her. I’m pretty sure she still may hold a grudge.”

      “Ya think?”

      Beowulf nodded. “Do not underestimate her. She is konu, a maleficent woman, the offspring of Lofn, the goddess of illicit unions. She knows the ways of seidhr and possesses strange powers of persuasion. Sex spells, for instance, the kind known only to her and other creatures like pleasure nymphs.”

      Adam gulped. “Whatever you do,” Beowulf warned, placing a finger on Adam’s chest, “do not get lusty with that wench. She gains power through…fuckery.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Beowulf and Zori struck off toward Bale’s mansion as Adam and Aerowynn, who was dragging the still-bound water woman, headed in the opposite direction.

      Adam walked alongside the water woman, intrigued by the fact that her neck gills had vanished. He wondered whether her powers were impacted by being on dry land. “We’re going to be together for a while so we should probably know each other’s names,” he whispered.

      “I’ll eat your soul,” the water woman replied, spitting the words out. “That is my name.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Adam said, engineering a broad smile. “I’m Adam, and that’s Aerowynn.”

      “I shall drag you down into the depths of the void with my bare hands, Adam.”

      Adam traded looks with Aerowynn. “She’s a real sweetheart.”

      They soon stood outside the six-foot-tall stone wall that surrounded the other mansion and Adam watched Aerowynn crouch low and jump onto the top, hoping that a security system wasn’t being activated. Adam paused, then turned to the water woman, leaning into her.

      “I want you to know that I saved your ass back there,” he said.

      “You saved nothing, dung-eater.”

      “They were gonna do the same to you that they did to the other one. I stopped them, hence I saved your ass.”

      The woman seemed to deflate ever so slightly. “So what do you want in return, mortal man?”

      “I want to know if you’re still going to give me a hard time.”

      “Absolutely,” the woman replied.

      “I’m gonna be straight with you, okay. I don’t have time for a lot of bullshit because I’m just an average guy who got sucked into this craziness when Beowulf and the ladies messed up my car.”

      “Your story grows tiresome,” the water woman sneered.

      “Yeah, well, you’re the one that’s bound, so you’re gonna listen and you’re gonna play nice with me. Otherwise, I’ll turn you over to Beowulf. From what I hear, the last time you guys hooked up it didn’t end well for you.”

      The water woman glared daggers at Adam. “Fine,” she said. “I promise not to kill you right now.”

      Adam nodded. “Good. Now get up on top of that wall please.”

      With much effort, Adam boosted the water woman up onto the fence as Aerowynn pulled her over.

      Then Adam followed them until the trio were sliding back over the other side.

      “What were you two talking about back there?” Aerowynn asked.

      “She was promising not to kill me.”

      “And you believed her?”

      “She was pretty convincing.”

      “You’re thinking with your wrong head,” Aerowynn replied with a wink.

      They moved on and Aerowynn whispered, “What part of the story would this be?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You said before that encountering us was the inciting incident, so where do we fall in the story now?”

      “Well, if this was a typical script, we’d be heading toward the midpoint,” Adam replied.

      “Which means what?”

      “We’re due for some unexpected developments.”

      “Oh, I rather doubt that,” Aerowynn replied. “I think the path forward will be without further obstacles.”

      Adam stumbled over something.

      A huge piece of pottery.

      He crouched and picked the pottery up to see that it wasn’t pottery at all, but what looked like a dish.

      A food dish.

      A huge fucking food dish with the name Shiva stenciled on the front.

      Wasn’t Shiva the goddess of destruction?

      Before Adam could say anything to Aerowynn, he heard a sound.

      A deep, harsh note.

      The kind made by a large creature.

      “We need to move it,” Adam said.

      Aerowynn looked over. “What’s the matter?”

      “This place has security after all. The four-legged kind.”

      Adam grabbed the water woman and ushered her forward when he caught sight of a shadow in his peripheral vision, an animal slashing through the darkness.

      A colossal black dog.

      The owner of that titanic food dish.

      Adam wasn’t able to discern the breed, but the dog was thickly muscled and howled like an animal at a branding as it zoomed forward.

      “LOOK OUT!” Adam screamed.

      The dog accelerated, going airborne as Adam shoved the water woman to the ground and brought his elbow up, connecting with the dog’s jaw. His enhanced strength softened the blow, but the impact knocked him backward.

      The dog was dazed for an instant but then flung itself at Adam who dropped low and threw a haymaker that knocked the dog out cold. The dog landed on the soft ground and Adam checked to make sure it was okay.

      He rubbed his shoulder and turned to the water woman who was staring, wide-eyed, at the dog.

      “You saved me,” the woman said.

      “Second time in less than two hours,” Adam replied.

      “It is more than I would have done for you.”

      “And here I thought we were starting to develop a relationship.”

      “If you believe that, then you are denser than I thought.”

      “It was a joke. Beowulf warned me all about you.”

      “Pray tell what he revealed,” she replied.

      “He said you’re not to be trusted. That your kind can cast sex spells.”

      Her eyes glimmered in the darkness. “Only when the moment calls for them.”

      They walked on and the woman whispered, “Huldra. You asked: that is my name.”

      “Like I said before, I’m Adam, and that’s Aerowynn.”

      Another nod from Huldra. “Do not be deceived, Adam. This changes nothing, but…thank you.”

      They soon reached the rear of the house and crept past a pool to a set of sliding glass doors.

      The house was completely dark. Adam peeked through a window on the garage to see that there were no cars inside. The joint was probably a second home for some Hollywood bigshot who out partying on a sun-baked island.

      They searched the backyard but didn’t see anything. Then Adam spotted some debris on the patio.

      A cluster of cracked slate tiles.

      He looked up and spotted what appeared to be a hole in the back of the roof.

      “It’s inside,” he said. “I think it fell through the roof.”

      “Then we need to get inside,” Aerowynn replied.

      Adam nodded and tried the sliding glass door but it was locked. Fearful of breaking the glass and triggering the alarm, he pointed up to a series of windows on the second floor of the house.

      One of them was partially ajar, so Aerowynn climbed the brick as if she was scaling a rock wall. She slipped through the window and appeared downstairs moments later, opening the sliding glass door.

      The trio entered the basement of the mansion and moved slowly upstairs until they’d reached the upper level.

      Creeping down the hallway, they entered the master bedroom which was easily two thousand square feet in size, complete with a raised jacuzzi surrounded by mirrors on the walls and ceiling.

      “There it is!” Aerowynn shouted.

      She pointed, and Adam spotted what looked like the end of a shaft, a four-foot section of the spear, hanging down from a hole in the ceiling.

      He moved with Aerowynn who smiled. “We’re almost finished. We have the spear and soon we’ll rid the world of Mossheart. The quest is almost over.”

      She boosted Adam up. He grabbed the spear and expected to be jolted by a surge of power as he was after touching the other objects, but nothing happened.

      Dropping to the ground, he ran his hand down the wooden shaft that ended at a metal tip that was razor-sharp. There were a few droplets of water on the tip.

      Condensation.

      In fact, the entire room had grown increasingly humid and was filled with steam.

      Adam looked over his shoulder to see that Huldra was naked, her leg having morphed into a whip-like appendage that had snaked back into the jacuzzi. She smiled lasciviously at him and then the room exploded in a burst of light.
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      Adam shielded his eyes as Huldra’s hands, unbound by her whip-like leg which was using the water as an energy source, engineered a burst of light that disoriented him and Aerowynn. She quickly recovered and bolted forward as Huldra raised her hands again—

      POOF!

      There was a flash of light and motes of violet dust sprang from the palms of Huldra’s hands.

      Aerowynn seemed to pause in slow-motion, unable to move.

      The air sparkled with static electricity. Huldra threw out her hands and time and sound seemed to slow.

      Adam shouted, but the words that tumbled out of his mouth were barely discernible.

      Huldra reached out and grabbed Adam, bringing him into her terrible embrace. Adam struggled, but her arms had ratcheted around him. He saw Aerowynn frozen in place, able to move her mouth, but unable to manipulate her arms or legs.

      Adam’s gaze smoked into Huldra’s. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “What does it look like? Reinvigorating myself.”

      “B-but that means—”

      She grinned, exposing her bone-white teeth. “That’s right. I’m casting a sex spell.”

      Blue smoke issued from the piping of Huldra’s nostrils as she pried open Adam’s mouth and blew the smoke down his throat.

      He gagged, but his body was quickly suffused with the smoke. It had a sickly-sweet taste, like fruit that had been left out in the sun to rot.

      Adam was instantly loopy, his mind wandering, speech slurring. He barely felt Huldra’s hands roaming over his body, tearing his clothes off.

      Before he knew what was happening, he was embracing her, kissing her, squeezing her well-muscled frame.

      Huldra’s eyes were the color of honey as she grabbed his dick and began softly pumping it while Adam tasted her warm and wet mouth and tongue.

      Huldra dragged Adam down into the bubbling water in the jacuzzi. Her legs wrapped around an aroused Adam, who lifted her up. She smothered him with her large breasts as he sucked on her delicious nipples.

      In the back of his mind, he worried that she was using him to recharge her internal batteries, but there was little he could do.

      She had indeed cast some kind of spell on him, and he was powerless to stop what he was doing. Plus, she was gorgeous, and he was supremely aroused as was evident from his erect cock which she took into her mouth as he stood in the middle of the jacuzzi.

      She closed her lips tightly around his prick, sliding it in and out of her mouth by degrees. She was an expert at the art of pleasure and soon she’d engulfed Adam’s member, sucking him into her. Adam eased into her, feeling the swollen head press against the back of her throat.

      Huldra waved her hand and Aerowynn was able to move again, even though there was a zombified look in her eyes. Before Adam could utter a word, she too was naked and joining them in the steamy jacuzzi.

      Aerowynn and Huldra embraced and began kissing and fingering each other. Huldra didn’t ignore him, however. She was adept at multi-tasking, stroking his dick while tonguing Aerowynn’s globular breasts.

      Huldra then eased Aerowynn onto her back until she was floating and buried her face in Aerowynn’s notch, bending forward in front of Adam while tasting her nectar.

      With her ass in the air, Huldra looked back at Adam over her shoulder and pushed back into him.

      Adam tightened his grip on her perfectly-proportioned hips, working his sex slowly into her as an appendage, what looked like a smooth tentacle, emerged from Huldra to cup and caress his balls.

      Whether it was the spell or the moment, Adam was totally uninhibited. He couldn’t focus on anything but the ladies, feeling the warmth of Huldra as he pistoned into her, building up a rhythm of long, slow strokes, each powerful thrust driving both of them that much closer to release.

      Huldra screamed and then moved aside as he placed his hands under Aerowynn who remained on her back, elbows now hooked on the side of the jacuzzi.

      Huldra lowered herself next to Aerowynn, the two women kissing while Adam entered Aerowynn, increasing the tempo until Aerowynn stood, turned and bent over the edge of the jacuzzi, Huldra mimicking her actions.

      The women arched their asses and begged for Adam to fuck them one at a time. He did, thrusting wildly into one while fingering the other. Aerowynn uttered little cries of pleasure as Huldra began to murmur as if chanting some mantra.

      Huldra looked back and her eyes were aglow, like two candles at the bottom of a well. Adam surmised that she was somehow gaining power through the strenuous sex, storing energy like some kind of battery.

      Huldra licked her own nipples, moaning. Seeing a woman do that to herself had Adam feeling ready to burst. As if sensing he was ready to climax, Aerowynn grabbed his cock and balls as he exploded all over the women with a terrific—

      BOOM!

      He blinked and looked down.

      “That was the most intense thing I’ve ever—”

      “It wasn’t you,” Aerowynn said, looking up, the glaze gone from her eyes.

      Adam looked up to see two things: a fully reenergized Huldra escaping, slipping out a far window, and what looked like a fire glowing in the backyard of the house.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Aerowynn climbed out of the jacuzzi and stood unsteadily while grabbing up her clothes. “Mossheart!”
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      Adam and Aerowynn climbed into their clothes and galloped outside. “Hey, about what just happened back there,” Adam said, trailing off.

      “There is nothing to discuss and nothing to apologize for,” Aerowynn replied. “She cast a spell on me and besides, I wanted it as much as I imagine you did. Where I come from, some women are seen only as possessions of their men. But others, like Zori and me, follow their own path. They need no man to save them or approve their actions. They are free to live their lives full measure, loving whomever they choose.”

      Before Adam could respond, he spotted what looked like a fire glowing in the middle of Harlan Bale’s mansion.

      Objects, including some that were on fire, were being flung into the air.

      One of them spiraled through the sky like a meteor with a high-pitched whistle. Adam grabbed Aerowynn and pulled her to safety before the flaming object, a grand piano, slammed to the ground.

      Adam and Aerowynn scaled the wall and struck off down the street as neighbors began exiting their houses to see what the ruckus was all about.

      The duo soon neared the gate outside of Bale’s mansion and that’s when Adam saw them.

      Beowulf and Zori.

      Hauling ass out of Bale’s mansion, which was partially on fire. There was something, some large form, in hot pursuit of them.

      For a moment the pursuer looked like a statue come to life it was so large. Then it churned with great fluidity, thundering forward at a brisk pace. It was impressive in full flight, moving faster than anything fifteen feet tall should have been able to move.

      The thing stopped and stepped into a pool of moonlight to reveal a muscular, humanoid monster.

      “GRENDEL!” Aerowynn shouted.

      Adam’s guts did a somersault as he gazed upon Grendel, whose size was overpowering, its vast mouth moving back and forth, steam expelled from its nostrils. The monster was holding a metal column from the mansion like a baseball bat. The fifteen-foot-tall beast was swinging the club, turning trees into matchsticks, kicking things high into the air while roaring in anger.

      Beowulf and Zori appeared, out of breath, their chests rising and falling. Adam traded a look with Beowulf. “What happened?!”

      “Mossheart resurrected the fiend!”

      “How do we stop him?”

      “Gungnir!” Beowulf replied. “Do you have the spear?!”

      Adam held it up and Beowful gripped it, his mouth pulled back in broad grin. “Yes! We have the power to defeat the enemy now!”

      Beowulf turned, gripping the spear. He held up a hand to silence Adam and the others. “Be still. I know what I’m doing. This won’t take long.”

      Adam watched him stride forward as Grendel squared up on him, Beowulf flexing his muscles, looking every inch the mystical, badass warrior. “Ha! We meet again, monster!” he shouted.

      Grendel clawed at the air, a long runner of saliva dripping from his massive maw.

      “Time to head back to the infernal fen where you belong!”

      Beowulf pulled his arm back and threw the spear like a javelin.

      Adam waited for the spear to strike and then—

      A bolt of orange light exploded out of the darkness and vaporized it.

      Adam did a double-take. “Please tell me I didn’t see that.”

      “Somebody destroyed the spear!” Zori gasped.

      Adam looked over. “But, but…that’s was Odin’s magic spear, right?”

      She nodded.

      “How the fuck is a magic spear destroyable?”

      Zori shrugged. Adam looked back at what was left of the spear’s tip, a small marble-like blob of metal that was rolling on the pavement.

      He pocketed it as Zori pointed to a tall man with a bare chest, clad in a rippling black cape who was emerging from Bale’s mansion casting more of the same orange energy bolts into the air. He was shadowed by a much smaller Hispanic man dressed in everyday garb.

      “That’s him isn’t it?” Adam asked.

      “That’s the damnable spell-weaver,” Zori replied.

      “Mossheart,” Aerowynn said, gritting her teeth.

      Adam and the others ran back and out of sight of Grendel and Mossheart.

      Adam looked to Beowulf. “Okay, so what happens now that the spear’s been destroyed?”

      Beowulf looked up into the sky as the energy balls began to drop like mortar rounds. “WE RUN!” the warrior answered.
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* * *

      Mossheart laughed as he saw his old enemy take flight. He turned to Manny. “Take a long look because that was him, Manny. The man from your books and movies. The great and terrible Beowulf.”

      Manny shrugged. “Didn’t look like too much to me, sir. In fact, he kinda looked like a pussy running away.”

      “He is a stranger in a strange land. His time in the land of the living grows very short.”

      “What do we now, sir?” Manny asked.

      “We finish what we started.”

      Mossheart turned and looked back into the house.

      He flicked his wrist and out came his menagerie of misshapen creatures, all of which had grown in size.

      The trolls were now five feet tall and the dragon-like monsters were the size of condors. Mossheart shrieked and stabbed a finger in the air, urging his charges to follow Beowulf and finish him off.
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* * *

      Adam and the others blitzed down the street as Grendel howled in anger behind them and Mossheart flung fireballs that crashed down on the left and right of the street, gouging holes in the pavement and setting cars on fire. Adam watched a hail of burning brush crash down. He saw little rivulets of flame snaking up the edges of homes and privacy walls, but there was nothing they could do at the moment.

      “The car! We need to reach the car!” Adam shouted.

      Adam spotted the Mercedes up ahead and windmilled his arm, the others following closely behind. Adam fished the keys out of his pocket—

      BOOM!

      A fireball landed on the back of the Mercedes, blowing it up. Adam covered his head as the car went up in flames like a Roman candle, the air heavy with the funk of burning plastic and streaked with cinders and ash.

      The blast wave knocked the four down like they were ten pins, the pressure from the explosion stealing Adam’s breath.

      Adam rolled over and caught sight of Grendel plodding down the middle of the street, looking like Godzilla preparing to destroy Tokyo.

      The writer in Adam began thinking about all the descriptive terms he’d use when referring to the beast: dead-eyed behemoth, avatar of destruction, a true and living prophet of death and devastation. Okay, that last one was a bit much, but the others were right on the money.

      With a creeping sense of disbelief, Adam realized that he was about to be overrun by the demonic creature.

      At the moment the monster was nearly upon him, a figure rushed out of the shadows.

      A black dude.

      One of the residents of the neighborhood.

      Adam couldn’t be entirely sure given the poor lighting, but the figure looked an awful lot like Samuel L. Jackson which made sense since so many famous actors lived nearby. The man puffed out his chest, standing his ground, resolute, waving a clenched fist at Grendel. “You don’t scare me! Get out of my neighborhood you ugly motherfucker!”

      Adam smiled, almost cheering. He was heartened to see someone stand up to the beast and hopeful that maybe others would come to their aid and then they’d all band together and take down the bad guys when—

      BOOM!

      Grendel stomped his ginormous foot down, nearly flattening the man that may or may not have been Samuel L. Jackson.

      “Holy fuck! I’m pretty sure Grendel almost just killed Sam Jackson!” Adam blurted out before watching the man that may or may not have been Samuel L. Jackson squirt away from Grendel’s foot, leap up and jab the monster in the face. The dude had some serious stones, bobbing and weaving, and punching the beast in the thigh before running off into the night.

      Adam helped the others up as they hot-footed it down the street, running for cover, telling onlookers to take shelter, to run for their lives.

      Adam flipped open Sawyer’s iPhone while on the run. He called the number of the only person he thought might be able to help: Jonathan Hong.

      The phone rang and Jonathan picked up. “JONATHAN!”

      “Who the hell is this?!”

      “Jonathan, it’s me–it’s Adam!”

      “Why are you screaming?”

      “There’s a monster chasing me!”

      “Crack is whack, white boy. You need to stop using that shit and get it—”

      “I need you to pick me up!”

      Three seconds of silence followed, and then: “What’s in it for me?”

      “I promise I’ll recommend you for my next movie!”

      “You don’t have one.”

      Adam took shelter near a palm tree, covering the phone with his hand, whispering, “I didn’t tell you before, but I’ve got one lined up with Foster Frieze. It’s pretty much a done deal and I promise I’ll get you involved somehow. Then I’ll recommend you to Buckheimer, Bay, Jason Blum, and anyone else you want!”

      Silence on the other end of the phone, then Jonathan sighed. “Okay, fine. Where the hell are you?”

      “Meet us at the corner of Nicholls Canyon and Hollywood Boulevard!”

      “What happens if you get lost?”

      “Track me on Find my Friends,” Adam replied.

      Adam ran after the others, checking Sawyer’s phone. He pulled up the Find My Friends app then opened it, added Jonathan’s email and emailed him.

      “I just hit you up,” Adam said.

      “Got it,” Jonathan replied. “Fifteen minutes, Fraser. Don’t be late.”

      Before Adam could respond, the phone was nearly snatched out of his hand. He glimpsed motion from the corner of his eyes: a black blur, an animal with wings that scythed past like some great bird of prey, creasing the air near his head. He skidded to a stop next to Zori.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “I’m pretty sure that was a dragon,” she replied.

      “Okay. So…why is there a dragon flying around?”

      “Aren’t there always dragons around here?”

      Adam shook his head as the dragon creature sliced through the air and circled back around. The dragon streaked right between them, separating the four. Adam and Zori jogged right, and Beowulf and Aerowynn went to the left.

      Adam led Zori on a ragged run down over a sidewalk that lay between two of the massive houses.

      Adam turned to see that Grendel, the hot-blooded maniac, was giving chase. He wanted to wave his hands and shout, ‘No! Beowulf’s in the other direction! Go after him!’ but of course he did nothing of the sort.

      “Down there!” Zori screamed.

      Adam pivoted to see her pointing down a hillside, a deserted area at the back of a mansion that sloped several hundred feet down into the backyards of another string of homes.

      Zori jumped and Adam followed, the two sliding on their backs down the grassy hillside. They came up on their feet and ducked through a stand of shrubbery, threading their way across a wall made of stacked stone.

      Adam could hear Grendel behind them, rampaging through the undergrowth with all the grace of an angry elephant, grunting, unleashing strangled cries.

      Picking up the pace, Adam and Zori shot through the darkness.

      The sounds of Grendel grew louder behind Adam, and then suddenly came from the right and left as well.

      Whether it was a figment of his imagination, or an auditory hallucination, it sounded as if the monster had found a way to surround him.

      The trees seemed to thrum and then the darkness exploded as—

      WHAM!

      Adam was struck full-force on the right, his body shunted violently to the left as he flew  through the air.
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      Adam saw the ground pass under his feet, and Sawyer’s phone fall from his pocket. He hung suspended in the air for two heartbeats and then he wrenched his head around at the instant that he crashed into a pool.

      The frigid water was a shock to Adam’s system. His heart thumped, the chlorine stung his eyes, and his right arm throbbed when he swung it through the water, spikes of pain shooting up through his bicep into the shoulder.

      Adam caught a glimpse of the vitality band.

      The color on it had faded from green to orange, which meant he was losing strength and his defenses were beginning to fade. If he were a hero in a video game he’d be searching for an elixir, some manna, or a juiced-up health pack to make him whole.

      He hit the bottom and pushed up only to catch sight of an enormous shadow overhead.

      Grendel.

      The monster was up there on the lip of the pool waiting for him. He had two choices, stay below and drown, or swim to the surface and face the devil. He realized he might suffer horribly if he ascended, but there was no way he was going down without a fight.

      Scissoring his legs, Adam swam up and breached the surface of the water as Grendel’s manhole cover-sized head dropped toward him, mouth open to reveal a maw of saber-sized teeth. He roared and Adam smelled the funk of the resurrected creature, an odor for which there were no polite words, a meld of dumpster fire by way of an open casket. Grendel’s hooked, trunk-like arm swung down at Adam, grazing his head, forcing him down toward the bottom of the pool.

      The only way out was to try and swim for it, so Adam did. Grendel grabbed his back, the monster’s fingers wrapping around his neck. Suddenly, something else crashed into the pool.

      The water wavered.

      Grendel released his grip on Adam, who spotted a head and then a face.

      It was Huldra, the water woman!

      There was something dreamy, otherworldly about her as she cut through the water, her movements more amphibian than human.

      She closed on him in a split second and Adam wondered whether she was friend or foe.

      Then she looped her arm around his and tugged Adam away from Grendel, who swiped again, barely missing the pair.

      Huldra kicked her legs, propelling the two to the other side of the pool where she climbed out, taking Adam with her.

      He upchucked a mouthful of water and spotted Sawyer’s dropped phone and grabbed it. He turned and took in Huldra’s beautiful features that were somehow mutable under the slivers of moonlight. The faint gills on the side of her neck opening and closing, her lips shiny and plump, curling up in a nervous smile. He’d always been a sucker for a girl with a cute smile and luminous eyes. Even if that girl was not entirely human.

      “Y-you saved me.”

      “As you did for me before.”

      Grendel shrieked and bulled toward him as Adam grabbed for her hand, but he ended up going one way, and Huldra went the other. Adam pointed toward the far gate. “There’s no other way. You need to come with me and the others. Now!”

      The two sprinted along the other side of the pool, slashing through the tree line, running into Zori who reacted at the sight of Huldra.

      Zori brought her clenched fist back. “I’m crossing the harlot over!”

      Adam grabbed her fist and stood between the women. “You can’t! She saved me!”

      Anger flared in Zori’s eyes. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “No, what’s ridiculous is that I’m being chased by a medieval monster.” Adam spun and pointed at Grendel, who’d picked up a metal barbecue grill and heaved it at them.

      The trio dodged the grill and tore across another yard, Zori leading Adam and Huldra down along the top of a brick wall. The wall ended and then, having no other options, the three jumped down through a webbing of ornamental trees, hitting the ground and rolling over only to be blinded by a series of white-hot lights.

      Adam elbowed himself up to see a small crew of people filming a muscular man fucking a woman with breasts the size of basketballs.

      The man had the woman bent over and was going to town doggy-style.

      Great, Adam thought. Just great. Only in L.A.

      What were the odds?

      After running from a monster, they’d stumbled onto the set of a porn movie.
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      Adam searched the space to see that the movie was being shot on a wide apron of cement that ringed a pool at the back of an upscale house.

      The billowy-breasted porn starlet looked up. “What the hell is going on? This wasn’t in the script.”

      “Since when is there a script?” Adam exclaimed, which caused the action to come to an end.

      The muscular man stopped banging the woman and someone yelled ‘Cut!’ as one of the guys manning the camera turned around. “This is a closed set, asshole.”

      Adam stood and then the man caught sight of Zori and Huldra. He smiled. “Hey, are they the ones that Worldwide sent over?”

      Adam fought to catch his breath. “What?”

      “The new girls,” the cameraman said, stepping toward Zori and Huldra, sizing them up. “Oh, yeah, they’re choice. Sweet tits, tight bods. Yeppers. They’ll do nicely for the big-ass gang bang at the end.”

      “What does he say?” Zori asked Adam.

      “He thinks you two are here to have sex with a bunch of other people while everyone watches.”

      Zori’s nostrils flared. She looked to Huldra and the two females whipped around and socked the cameraman in the face as the rest of the crew rose up and blocked the only exit, an open gate on the other side of the patio. Adam gestured at the gate and then to the crew blocking it. “You need to let us leave and then you need to run.”

      “Why?” one of the crew, a shovel-faced man holding a boom mic, asked.

      “Because there’s a monster following us.”

      The crew laughed and then the guy with boom mic pointed. “Wha-what the fuck is that?”

      Adam looked back to see Grendel peeking his head through the trees. “Yeah, that’s him. That’s Grendel.”

      Adam, Zori and Huldra ran for the gate as Grendel attacked the crew. Adam could hear the sound of wood splintering, glass shattering, and soulless screams, but he, Zori, and Huldra didn’t stop. They shuttled around the side of the house and Zori stopped to peruse several sets of wind chimes.

      “We don’t have time,” Adam said.

      “We need weapons,” she replied.

      Quickly and efficiently, Zori removed the heavy windchimes and with Adam’s assistance, bent and reconfigured them into objects that faintly resembled Japanese shuriken. She handed one to Adam who held it close to his side as they emerged onto a side street, where Adam checked the phone.

      He pulled up a map and saw that Jonathan was still ten minutes away. They still had eight or nine blocks to run to reach the rendezvous spot with Jonathan and they didn’t know where Beowulf and Aerowynn were.

      A whistling sound reverberated, coming from somewhere overhead.

      Adam looked up and in the spillage of light from a streetlamp saw an object hurtling to the ground. At first he thought it was another of the dragon-creatures, but the object hit the pavement with a wet thud and Adam saw that it wasn’t a monster after all.

      Nope, it was a head.

      The raggedly severed head of the cameraman from back at the porn shoot!

      Adam fought the urge to vomit as Grendel emerged from the shadows, covered in gore. He stepped to them, and Adam and Zori flung their shuriken weapons.

      Adam’s bounced off Grendel’s coarse, leathery hide, but Zori’s blade rammed into a soft spot under the monster’s massive left arm.

      Blood splashed and Grendel howled in agony.

      “I think you pissed him off,” Adam said as Zori grabbed another section of wind chimes.

      “Then let him be pissed!” a voice boomed.

      Adam turned to see Beowulf and Aerowynn.

      “You’ve alive!” Adam shouted.

      “Alive and ready to bring my merciless wrath down upon this gods-forsaken troll.”

      “I thought you couldn’t kill him without a magical weapon.”

      Before Beowulf could reply, Huldra cried out and Adam looked back to see them.

      The other creatures.

      The monsters.

      More of them than he could count.

      Running out of the shadows or dropping down from the sky. All the demonic things that Mossheart had summoned up from the infernal regions.

      Adam licked his dry lips, tasting his own stale mouth. “Okay, so…Grendel has friends?”

      Beowulf nodded. “Apparently.”

      “The poem didn’t say anything about friends!”

      “Trolls!” Aerowynn shrieked.

      Adam realized that there were too many bad guys to take down. Beowulf had only one sword and if they had any change of fighting back, they had to get their hands on weapons. Real weapons. The kind that might not be able to take down Grendel, but that might prove useful against the other creatures. There was only one person he could think of that had enough firepower to save the day.
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* * *

      Against the sound of wailing police sirens, car alarms, and the plaintive screams of neighbors, Adam led the others on a race down the street to Foster Frieze’s house. He could hear Grendel and his minions gaining ground. He pulled out Sawyer’s iPhone and sent a text to Jonathan, but fumbled the phone and dropped it!

      The phone went sliding across the pavement. Adam went after it, but came to a stop at a pair of sandals. Adam looked up to see the man attached to the sandals. He was the same figure from outside Harlan Bale’s mansion, a handsome gent with a jawline as sharp as a chisel and a distant, malevolent gaze in his eyes. He smelled like a burned match and smiled as if he didn’t have a care in the world, a cool breeze causing the black cape he was wearing to billow behind him.

      “Y-you’re h-him aren’t you?” Adam stammered. “You’re M-Mossheart.”

      “At your service.”

      Adam didn’t know what to say, so he babbled, “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Mossheart grinned. “Oh. I imagine it is. Are you scared?”

      “Equal parts terrified and fascinated,” Adam answered.

      “I appreciate your candor, my friend, but you’ve made a significant mistake.”

      “What’s that?”

      Mossheart picked up the phone. “By all appearances you have thrown in with Beowulf and his whorish cohorts, have you not?”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘thrown in.’ I mean, I just ran into them today and…we’re sort of more like acquaintances and—”

      “Shut your mouth!” Mossheart said.

      He pointed to the vitality band still wrapped around Adam’s wrist. “There is nothing else that need be said. You sport his band.”

      Adam nodded, locking on Mossheart’s mesmerizing eyes which were darker and deader than a pair of sinkholes.

      “Do you also possess his powers?”

      Adam broke the wizard’s spooky gaze. “I guess, maybe, a little because they said I was…the chosen one.”

      Mossheart grinned. “Beowulf’s trinkets might protect you from another mortal, chosen one, but do you think they will protect you from them?” He pointed to Grendel and the monsters that were standing in the road, their breath steaming the night air. Mossheart flipped Sawyer’s iPhone to Grendel, who swallowed it whole.

      “You’re next,” Mossheart said, fixing a baleful look on Adam when—

      Something smacked Mossheart in the side of the head.

      The alchemist pitched to the ground as Adam looked down to see a piece of windchime rolling on the blacktop. Zori appeared out of the shadows and Adam sprinted toward her as Grendel and the other monsters pursued.

      “KILL THEM ALL!” Mossheart screamed.

      Before the monsters could advance, a sound ripped the night air.

      A honking.

      Lights flashed and Mossheart raised his head to see a massive, metal chariot bearing down on him. The machine nearly ran him over and it was only by good fortune, and Manny’s quick thinking, that he wasn’t.

      Manny pulled Mossheart out of harm’s way as one of the ubiquitous Hollywood “map to the stars” tour buses skidded to a stop.

      Several of the tourists leaned out their windows to take shots of Mossheart and the monsters.

      “It’s a movie!” one of the tourists shouted.

      “Hey! They’re shooting the next season of Game of Thrones!” said another.

      A hipster with a goatee and pork-pie hat bounded down off the bus and took a selfie with Mossheart. “Yo, sharp threads, bro,” the hipster said.

      “Thank you,” Mossheart replied. “I like your hat.”

      “Who’s the big guy inside the monster suit?” the hipster said, angling a thumb at Grendel.

      “His name is Grendel,” Mossheart said.

      “Who’s he supposed to be?”

      “Himself.”

      “What does he do?”

      “All sorts of things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, he particularly delights in eating people like you,” Mossheart answered.

      The hipster barked a laugh. “You’re crazy, bro.”

      “And you, my friend, are very dead.”

      Grendel bit the man’s head off in a great gout of blood.

      It took several seconds before the tourists realized it wasn’t a movie or special effects. Bedlam gripped the tour bus as the trolls attacked it, Grendel overturning the machine as Mossheart watched his minions ransack it.

      Against the delirium of violence, Mossheart stewed. He was angry at the whole thing, realizing they’d wasted precious time that could have been spent finishing off Beowulf and the others. If he really wanted to accomplish his goals, to bring the city to its knees, he would need to give full life to his energy crystal. He whistled at Manny, whose face had gone ghostly white. The little man was shivering, in absolute shock over what Grendel and the other things had done to the tour bus. Manny turned, and Mossheart pointed toward a structure that was visible on a spit of high ground overlooking the hills and the city. It was time to go.
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* * *

      Five minutes later, Adam, Beowulf, and the three ladies were standing at the front door to Foster Frieze’s house.

      “We need to get inside,” Adam said. “This guy has exactly what we need.”

      “Magic?” Zori asked.

      “No, this is America, Zori. He’s got guns. Lots and lots of guns.”

      Adam knocked and when nobody answered, Beowulf brought his sword down, cleaving the front door in two.

      They rushed into the house as the home’s alarm sounded.

      Foster appeared from a back bedroom, dressed in boxers and a white T-shirt, holding an enormous hand-cannon of a pistol with both hands. “You got five seconds to beat your feet,” the old producer said.

      Adam raised his hands. “It’s me, Mister Frieze.”

      Foster Frieze squinted. “Jesus. Is that you, Fraser?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Please don’t tell me this is your idea of how to pitch a script.”

      “No, Mister Frieze,” Adam said. “We’re being chased and you were the only one I could think of that could help.”

      The gun came down. “Chased by what?”

      Adam heard a keening whine and then he turned as a front window imploded, showering everyone in shards of glass.
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      Adam covered his head and spotted one of the troll creatures rolling across the living room.

      “What the fuck is that?” Foster bellowed.

      Adam raised a finger. “I’m pretty sure it’s a troll, or maybe an orc—”

      “Definitely a troll,” Zori said with a vigorous nod.

      The monster hopped up onto its feet, bared its teeth and—

      BAM!

      Foster shot the beast through the forehead.

      The blast whipsawed the troll back over a couch where it came to rest, the greater portion of its head caved in.

      “What kind of weapon was that?” Beowulf asked.

      Foster held the gun up. “A Tokarev. Russian pistol. I had it modified and now it’s a straight-up boomstick.”

      Adam thought the gun looked an awful lot like the weapon wielded by Arnold Schwarzenegger in the underrated ‘80s action movie “Red Heat.”

      Suddenly, there came a noise from all around the house. The walls were rattling and something or some things were crawling across the roof.

      Adam pointed. “We’re under attack, Mister Frieze!”

      Foster paused, assessing the situation as one of the dragon creatures flew in through the broken window. He blasted it to pieces with another expert shot.

      “LET’S GO!” the producer shouted.
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* * *

      Outside, Mossheart stood between Grendel and Manny, gleefully watching his monsters  prepare to assault the structure where Beowulf and the others had taken shelter. He would have gladly taken part in the battle himself, but he had more pressing concerns.

      Manny had reconfirmed that the structure on the piece of high ground that loomed over the city was called the Griffith Observatory and was used to study the stars. Inside the observatory was a machine that piqued Mossheart’s interest, because he believed it would be able to breathe life into his energy crystal. And once that happened, once he was at full strength, his powers would know no limits.

      “STOP WHERE YOU ARE AND GET YOUR HANDS UP!” a man shouted.

      Mossheart shot a look over his left shoulder to see two men in uniforms exiting a chariot whose lights were flashing red and blue.

      “Shit!” Manny said. “The cops!”

      “HANDS UP!” one of the uniformed men shouted.

      Manny’s hands went up. Mossheart and Grendel exchanged a long look and the monster began trudging forward.

      “They’re gonna shoot, Mister Mossheart!”

      “So let them shoot,” the alchemist said, refusing to raise his hands.

      “PUT THOSE FUCKING HANDS UP!” the cops shouted at the alchemist.

      “I’d suggest you run, gentlemen,” Mossheart replied.

      They didn’t and Mossheart shook his head. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Grendel’s trudge turned into a manic dash as the two men opened fire, bursts of orange flame leaping from the end of their weapons. Grendel flinched from the blasts, but did not falter. He reached the first man and grabbed his arm and twirled him so violently that the man’s body became a blur. The monster released the man, who easily flew a hundred feet into the air before slamming down onto the roof of a house.

      The other man saw this and scrambled into the metal chariot, which Grendel grabbed. The chariot rumbled, and Grendel flipped it over and rained blows down on its undercarriage before it began smoking and caught fire.

      More chariots appeared down the road. More police, Manny frantically informed Mossheart. The police opened fire, squeezing off shots that had little effect on Grendel who counterattacked, ripping the arms off two of the attackers, smashing others as if they were insects, and using a section of metal ripped from the bottom of the first chariot as a cudgel to destroy the others and mangle their machines.

      In mere moments, the pavement was littered with bodies and overturned cars as Mossheart and Manny walked between them, Mossheart making sure that his boots didn’t touch any of the blood that was streaming down the blacktop. He surveyed the carnage, realizing that  men from this new land were no match for him and Grendel.

      “This-this ain’t right, Mister Mossheart.”

      “They attacked us, Manny.”

      “You didn’t have to kill them all.”

      “Tell that to Grendel.”

      Manny looked at Grendel who pounded his pecs, howling like King Kong.
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* * *

      While Grendel was laying waste to L.A.’s finest, Adam and the others were following Foster down the main hallway of his house and into the rear of the pad, the producer’s inner sanctum.

      “Get the door!” Foster shouted to Adam.

      Adam slammed the door shut, and then began pushing chairs against it with Huldra and Zori’s aid.

      He turned to see Foster opening his weapons cases, slotting ammunition into pistols, rifles.

      “Fraser?”

      Adam moved over. “Yes, sir.”

      “What the fuck did I just shoot back in my living room?”

      “I wasn’t kidding, Mister Frieze. I’m pretty sure it was a troll.”

      “Why in the name of holy fuckery was there a troll in my living room?”

      “Because apparently there’s an evil alchemist running loose outside, resurrecting the monster Grendel and a bunch of other, really nasty things.”

      Foster traded looks with Adam. “Are you on drugs?”

      “I wish, sir.”

      “’Cause I’m pretty sure I don’t believe a word you just said.”

      Adam sighed. “I’m pretty sure you will in a few seconds.”

      Foster tossed his massive pistol to Adam and then grabbed up the old-school Tommy Gun. He handed swords and axes to the ladies, who seemed uneasy around the firearms. “Who the hell is your little whack-pack here?”

      Adam pointed to Beowulf. “That’s Beowulf and the warriors Zori and Aerowynn. Oh, and that’s Huldra. She’s some kind of water enchantress.”

      “Fen seductress,” Huldra said, raising a hand.

      Foster did a double-take. “Why the fuck is Beowulf wearing glasses like Estelle Getty on the Golden Girls?”

      “Because his vision’s shitty and they were the only ones the store had, sir,” Adam replied.

      “Do you know how batshit crazy all of this sounds, kid?”

      “Yessir.”

      Foster gnawed on his lips, then smiled. “I like it. I like the whole vibe. I’m not saying I believe a fucking word you just said, but I dig their look and that crazy-ass story. Maybe we can use them on the show.”

      Adam nodded. “Sure, yeah. Once we defeat Mossheart and his monsters and are cleared of Mister Crooks’s murder we can totally use them.”

      Foster opened his mouth to respond when the door buckled on its hinges. “Here they come!” Adam shouted.

      The door blew down. A posse of trolls surged forward, and the moment seemed to freeze as if captured in a photograph.

      Adam reconsidered everything that had happened over the last few hours. He was standing in the mansion of a once-great Hollywood producer, readying to fire a gun at trolls while surrounded by Beowulf and a pair of warrior women (along with a self-proclaimed fen seductress) who most likely had been brought forward in time by the spell of some crazed magician. It sounded like an idea created by a bunch of stoned writers working for the SyFy channel.

      He smiled at the thought that it sounded almost too ludicrous a story to pitch as a movie  and then Foster Frieze opened up with his Tommy Gun, spraying bullets in every direction.

      The first wave of trolls were blown back, the rounds from Foster’s gun taking the tops off their heads. Mercifully, the beasts could be killed by bullets, but even as they fell, two of the dragon beasts swooped over them, entering the room, flapping their wings and snapping at anything that moved.

      Adam turned and fired at one of the beasts, shocked at the powerful pistol’s kick.

      His shot flew wide and Beowulf brought Hrunting around, slicing the dragon in half. Beyond him, Huldra and Zori were squaring off against one of the few trolls to make it inside.

      The beast ran up the side of the wall and flipped back, landing on Zori who threw up her hands. The troll landed a few punches before Huldra punted it. The troll fell to the ground and Zori tossed Huldra an axe which she planted in the troll’s forehead, then planted a boot on the small monster’s chest to lever the blade free.

      Two more of the trolls charged and Adam fired, but was unable to bring them down. Foster riddled them with bullets and in seconds the battle seemed to be over.

      Adam stepped over the bodies, smelling the funk of cordite, the floors slippery with the green and yellow blood of the dead monsters.

      “There is one creature left,” Beowulf said. “One monster that dared not show his face.”

      Foster held his gun up. “Who?”

      “Grendel,” Adam said.

      “You mean…the Grendel?” Foster asked.

      Beowulf nodded as the smoke from the gun battle tripped a series of overhead sprinklers, dousing everyone in room-temperature water.

      Foster cursed and edged across the room, opening a panel on the wall and turning a lever to shut the water off.

      “Yes, that was probably a huge mistake,” Beowulf said, examining his sword which was slicked from the sprinkler water.

      Adam held his look. “What?”

      “Did I forget to mention that there is something unique about the trolls?”

      “Unique in what way?”

      “Well…water,” Beowulf answered.

      “What about it?”

      “It has the ability to cause trolls to multiply.”

      Adam quirked an eyebrow. “Even dead ones?”

      “Especially dead ones.”

      Adam stole looks at the troll bodies which were soaked from the sprinklers. “You didn’t think about mentioning that before?”

      Beowulf mustered a smile. “The moment didn’t seem right.”

      “Look!” Zori screamed.

      Adam swiveled in horror and watched as the bodies of the trolls began to tremble and shake and then—

      BOOM!

      Split apart to reveal two smaller trolls hidden inside the flesh and sausage-like entrails of the troll body.

      Foster tapped Adam on the shoulder while slamming a fresh magazine of ammo in his Tommy Gun. “Okay, now I believe everything you said.”

      The other troll bodies split apart multiple times as the number of trolls increased from a handful to more than twenty. Gremlins, Adam thought. The scene reminded him of the old ‘80s movie Gremlins. Never get trolls wet!

      The tiny monsters scampered to their feet. Foster signaled for everyone to head toward the rear of the room. He tapped a button on the wall, and a panel opened to reveal an inner passageway.

      Adam watched the others head down as Foster grabbed a baseball-sized grenade from a glass fire-extinguisher case. The grenade had a card with the number one attached to a pin and a small sign behind the grenade said, “Complaint Department–Please Take A Number.”

      Foster grabbed the grenade, pulled the card and pin, and lobbed it back into the room before slamming the panel shut.

      “Duck and cover!” he screamed.

      Everyone dove to the floor as the grenade exploded. Foster waited several seconds, then opened the panel to reveal the smoke-shrouded room. All of the trolls had been atomized, the walls painted with their remains, Jackson Pollock-style.

      Adam looked over Foster’s shoulder as the producer surveyed the carnage.

      “I’m sorry about everything, Mister Frieze,” Adam said. “I should never have come.”

      “Why? Cause you trashed my house and nearly got me killed?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Foster looked back, a crazed grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Are you kidding me? This whole housed is wired with CCTV cameras. I got that whole assault shot from eight different angles. Can you imagine what it’ll be worth? Three hot chicks in a contained setting with bloodthirsty creatures. This is literally the greatest home invasion movie ever, Fraser!”

      “So you’re not mad?”

      “Of course I’m pissed. Can you imagine explaining this to my homeowner’s insurance company? There’s no coverage for damage caused by trolls. But never let it be said that Foster Frieze let a good crisis go to waste. I’ll find a way to monetize this and then maybe I’ll have Beowulf and the ladies be the hosts for that reality show.”

      Adam nodded. “That’s a great idea!”

      Foster slapped Adam on the shoulder. “Only in Hollywood, kid.”

      The producer marched everyone down the passageway, which led to a tight, windowless space that resembled a panic room by way of a doomsday prepper’s wet dream. There was a small refrigerator, cartons of food, metal lockers, cases of ammunition, and a menagerie of guns, including something mounted on the far wall that resembled the bastard spawn of a harpoon and a rocket launcher.

      Adam pointed to the five-foot long weapon. “What is that thing?”

      Foster smiled. “That’s my baby boy. I call it ‘Nuff Said,’” Foster answered. “Because once you see that little beauty, there’s nothing else that needs to be said.”

      Adam looked to Beowulf. “What do we do?”

      “Grendel still lives,” the warrior answered, “as does Mossheart.”

      “We need to find and destroy them,” Aerowynn added.

      “Cloverfield,” Foster said.

      Adam remembered the movie as Foster picked a small video camera off of a table. “You remember the movie?” he asked.

      Adam nodded.

      “You like it?”

      “It was pretty cool.”

      “How about doing a sequel to it?” Foster said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Foster handed the camera to Adam. “I’ve got a deal for you, Fraser. You take the camera and shoot me some footage of whatever happens next when you meet up with the alchemist and I promise to pay you.”

      “But I’m not a director, sir.”

      “Did you actually watch Cloverfield, kid? Remember how annoyingly shaky it was? You can’t do much worse.”

      Adam stared at the camera. “How much do I get?”

      Foster grinned. “Depends on what you film. Get me some gold and I’ll pay you a shit-ton of money and cut you in as a co-producer.”

      Adam perked up. “Don’t you want to come with us and do it yourself?”

      “Are you nuts? I’m sixty-seven years old and my home was nearly destroyed by trolls. I’m not fucking around with Grendel.”

      Adam nodded as Foster pointed to the harpoon gun. “Take that too. From the sound of things, you might need it.”

      Adam handed the camera to Zori and grabbed the harpoon gun when a sound echoed.

      The home’s doorbell.

      Somebody was at the front of the house.

      Adam gulped, worrying that it might be the cops.

      Everyone retraced their steps, fighting their way through the smoke that still veiled the home. They spotted a form standing in inner hallway. They tensed, Adam brought his gun around and aimed it…at a man.

      His old buddy Jonathan Hong.

      “What’s going on around here?” Jonathan asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      Jonathan looked at ground, carpeted with troll bodies. “You’re remaking From Dusk to Dawn?”

      “Those are trolls, Jon,” Adam said.

      Jonathan looked from the tolls to Adam. “Um, why are there trolls in Los Angeles? I mean, it’s L.A., but still…”

      “Because everything I told you is true,” Adam replied. He pointed to the others. “The big fella’s Beowulf, you already know Zori and Aerowynn, that’s Huldra, and this is the producer Foster Frieze.”

      Foster waved and Jonathan’s eyes bugged out when he saw the harpoon-like weapon that was in Adam’s hands.

      “Real-talk time, Adam. What the actual fuck is going on?”

      “We’re going to kill Grendel and Mossheart the alchemist slash wannabe wizard.”

      “Oh, is that all.”

      Adam nodded. “And you’re driving.”
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      Mossheart, Manny, and Grendel were cutting across the observatory trails that lay beneath the Griffith Observatory which, Manny said, afforded the best views of downtown L.A., Hollywood, and the Pacific Ocean.

      Mossheart had little doubt that Beowulf and the others were dead. When he last he saw them, they’d taken refuge in a dwelling, surrounded by his army of trolls and dragons.

      Most of his creations would be busy getting rid of Beowulf, but he’d sent others to terrorize additional parts of the city, to make ready for him when the time was right. And the thing that pleased him most was that not only were his enemies dead, but the things he’d created had the ability to multiply like spores blown from a dandelion head. All they required was a little water.

      With any luck, his monstrous spawn would soon spread across the city and the cities that lay beyond like some kind of plague. And while that was happening, he would make his great hall in the observatory, the only place fit for an alchemist’s palace. A place that Manny claimed had many important machines that had power over space, time, and the stars, including what he called a Tesla coil, a device that Mossheart was convinced would allow him to increase his powers a hundredfold.

      His plan was almost too perfect. He would wait in the observatory, watching his underlings lay waste to the city. And then, when that was done, he would march down into what was left, Grendel at his side, and force any who were still living to kneel before him.

      Mossheart, Manny, and Grendel crossed empty creek beds and cut onto what Manny said was the Firebreak Trail. They stopped only once to look back down over Los Angeles.

      The alchemist closed his eyes and listened to a few faint screams. He opened them and spotted what looked like several small fires breaking out. He wondered just how long it would be until all that lay before him roiled in waves of violence.

      “It’s working, Manny. Soon, I will turn this city into ruins.”

      “What happens if Beowulf is dead, sir?”

      “What?”

      “What I mean is, if you destroy Beowulf and the rest of the city, the only things that really get you fired up, what do you have left?”

      Mossheart steepled his fingers under his chin. “That’s a very interesting observation, Manny. I would do well to consider your words.”

      “You mean you’re not going to kill everyone.”

      Mossheart shook his head. “No, I’m still planning on killing everyone, but only after I’ve given it extra consideration.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, sir, but if you destroy everything and kill everyone what good does that do?”

      “I like destroying things, Manny. All that you see will soon fall away. Barbarism is the natural state of mankind after all. This, this…civilization is an aberration, a whim of circumstance.”

      “Yes, sir, but isn’t the point that you need to save a little?”

      Mossheart looked to Grendel. “What do you think?”

      Grendel roared like a freight train. “See, Manny. Grendel loves the death and destruction even more than I do.”

      “No, I get that, Mister Mossheart, but shouldn’t you leave a little behind so that you actually have something to rule over?”

      Mossheart took this in. “I’m beginning to wonder about you, Manny.”

      Manny smiled sheepishly. “Forget I said it, sir.”

      They hiked upward and soon wended their way around the base of the observatory, nearing a set of tended lawns that wreathed what Manny said was an astronomer’s monument.

      There were exactly twelve tents on the lawn. People were holding up tiny machines that flashed as others scurried about. Mossheart commanded Grendel to wait in the shrubbery, and then he and Manny strolled forward.

      A security guard advanced with menacing purpose, casting a wary glance at Mossheart’s attire. “The observatory’s closed, guys.”

      “Why?” Manny asked.

      “Photo shoot,” the guard replied. “The Kardashians are getting ready to launch a new line of body sprays called ‘Glisten.’ They’re shooting over there as we speak.”

      Mossheart shared a look with Manny. “What does he say?”

      “The place is closed,” Manny replied. “We can’t go in.”

      Mossheart took a step and the guard blocked his way. “There’s no way you’re getting past me, pal.”

      Mossheart smiled. “My friend might disagree with you.”

      “And what friend might that be?”

      Mossheart whistled, and Grendel emerged from the shrubbery.

      The guard’s eyes nearly leaped from their sockets. “What the hell is that?”

      Mossheart smiled. “Your worst nightmare.”

      The guard reached down and picked up a can of mace and sprayed it ineffectively in Grendel’s general direction. Then he turned and ran toward the tent screaming as the monster  rumbled forward. In seconds, Grendel was ripping away the tents as some of the other armed guards opened fire on him.

      The monster absorbed their shots and swung his arms, battering the security guards. Manny watched this and saw several scantily-clad women running from the tents, surrounded by a retinue of handlers and assistants.

      He didn’t know whether they were the Kardashian sisters, but whoever they were, Grendel made quick work of them. He brought his foot down on one of them, and picked the others up and hurled them high into the air, over the edge of the observatory.

      Manny turned away as the screaming reached a crescendo and then faded to nothing. When he looked back, Mossheart was striding forward, stepping over the bodies, heading toward the front doors of the observatory.

      “Mossheart!” Manny shouted.

      The wizard stopped and looked back. Manny was looked like he was on the verge of tears. “I didn’t want this to happen,” he said, pointing at the bodies. “I mean…I don’t want no part of this kind of killing, sir.”

      “And yet you’re a part of it now aren’t you, Manny?”

      “All I ever really wanted to be was a magician.”

      “I will teach you to become a great sorcerer.”

      Manny looked like he was on the verge of tears. “I appreciate all that you’ve shown me, Mister Mossheart, but those were innocent people.”

      “In a land of sheep, the wolf becomes like god.”

      “Wha-what does that even mean?”

      “It means these are my lands now. As far as the eye can see and beyond. And all that inhabit the lands must bow before me or face the consequences.”

      Manny’s knees started knocking and Mossheart twirled a finger, conjuring a little rope of orange light that he angled at Manny like a knife. “What about you, Manny Campos? Where do you stand? Are you with me or are you against me?”

      Manny wanted nothing more than to run back down in the trees and hide, but there was no way he’d make it. After all, a dude who had the power to travel through time and resurrect monsters was not somebody you could escape from for long.

      “I…I’m…I guess I’m with you, sir,” he croaked.

      Mossheart smiled, satisfied, then beckoned Manny to follow. He did, the two men leading Grendel through the now-open front doors of the observatory.
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      Adam and the others clambered into Jonathan’s Mustang convertible as he fired it up before driving off.

      “My old man wanted me to be a doctor or lawyer, but no, I had to try and make it as an actor,” Jonathan said, shooting a darting look at Adam. “And now look at me. Driving around L.A. with your sorry white ass.”

      “I wasn’t offended by that ‘sorry white ass’ thing if you were wondering,” Adam replied from the passenger seat, cradling his giant gun and the small video camera that Zori handed back to him as the car accelerated.

      Jonathan tossed Adam an energy drink. He downed the drink and noticed that the vitality band had drifted away from orange to green. He was regaining some of his strength and stamina.

      Jonathan caught sight of Beowulf in the rearview mirror. Beowulf adjusted his crazy glasses. “I got a question. If that dude is really Beowulf, why does he look like Ceelo Green?”

      “It’s a long story and now I’ve got a question. Why’d you bring the convertible?”

      Jonathan shrugged. “It was a nice night.”

      “Until now.”

      Adam pointed and Jonathan stepped on the brakes, the Mustang skidding to a stop. The high beams were flipped on to reveal a three-foot tall troll standing in the middle of the road. “What is this, Lord of the Fucking Rings?” Jonathan asked.

      “That ain’t Bilbo Baggins.”

      “What do I do?” Jonathan asked.

      “Run it over!” Adam shouted.

      Jonathan stood on the gas as the Mustang shot forward, striking the troll and driving right over the small beast. Jonathan monkeyed the wheel, swerving down through the neighborhood, blasting past neighbors, trolls, and dragon creatures which were engaged in combat.

      “Shouldn’t we stop and help?” Jonathan asked.

      Adam looked over his seat at Beowulf who was shaking his head. “Unless you cut off the head of the snake, the body will never die. But that doesn’t mean that we can’t take the fight to the enemy along the way.”

      Adam nodded and flipped the camera on, powering it up, filming Beowulf who stood in the back with his mighty sword in hand as Zori and Aerowynn held him down. The warrior swung his sword as several trolls ran at the car, slicing them into pieces, taking off heads, severing limbs as Jonathan cheered and honked his horn.

      “We’ll come back to help after we catch Mossheart and Grendel,” Adam said.

      “How will we track him?” Beowulf asked.

      Adam hadn’t thought of that and then it struck him with all the suddenness of a punch to the forehead.

      Sawyer’s iPhone!

      Yes! Grendel had swallowed the phone. If it was still working there might be a way to track it. To track him.

      He looked over at Jonathan. “I need your phone.”

      “Right front pocket,” Jonathan replied.

      Adam reached down and slid Jonathan’s phone from his pocket. As he was doing this, Jonathan popped in the car’s cigarette lighter, waited for it to glow orange, and then held it up to Zori, Huldra, and Aerowynn, swiping it back and forth, trying to impress them. “Look, ladies. Whoa. I can create fire.”

      Zori yawned. “We’ve seen fire before.”

      “Yeah, we moved out of our caves long ago,” Aerowynn added.

      Zori nodded. “Three years ago.”

      Adam brought up the “Find My Friends” app, clicked on the contact icon, and there it was! The location of Sawyer’s iPhone. He was surprised that it was still functioning, though he remembered reading a story about a prisoner swallowing a phone and how it could days for stomach acids to short-circuit the internal machinery.

      “Holy shit, it worked!”

      Jonathan looked over. “Where is it?”

      Adam studied the location. “Griffith Observatory.”

      “Why would they be going to the observatory?” Jonathan asked.

      “If Mossheart is there,” Beowulf said, “rest assured it is for some diabolical purpose.”

      Jonathan spun the wheel and floored the Mustang, which caught some serious air as it thundered over a dip in the road, passing four cop cars that were speeding in the other direction.

      “You sure we’re gonna be able to do this, Fraser?” Jonathan asked.

      Adam nodded. “I’ve got faith.”

      “Define ‘faith.’”

      “The stuff that makes you do things that you don’t ordinarily think you can accomplish. You can’t really see it, but it gives you this warm feeling inside and an exaggerated sense of self.”

      “‘Faith’ sounds a lot like vodka.”

      Adam smiled and looked back over his seat at Beowulf and the ladies. “We’re gonna end this.”

      Beowulf nodded. “The element of surprise will be ours.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mossheart stood in a display alcove inside the observatory, flanking the Tesla coil, counting and then recounting the tiles on the ceiling which numbered twenty-two in the grid he was fixed on.

      Twenty-two was a master number, the most powerful one of all. The number that was known to turn the most ambitious of dreams into reality.

      Mossheart smiled because he realized it had all been preordained. He had been brought to this strange new land for a reason which had yet to be revealed.

      He looked over and pressed his hand to the Tesla coil. His body was instantaneously wrapped in lightning-like bands of energy, the little tendrils of light spidering across his body, headed toward his energy crystal.

      Back in the days before, he’d rigged up a device at the top of a mountain that was capable of harnessing the power of lightning, but it took time and was dangerous, costing the lives of three henchmen the last time he powered up his crystal. No, this new one looked better. Much better.

      Sparks arced and Mossheart smelled the odor of burning flesh, but he didn’t disengage. There was something else building up inside him, strong vibrating pulses that caused his body to be gripped in what felt like a powerful seizure.

      More energy coursed through him.

      His body shuddered inwardly.

      His eyes rolled back.

      He tasted the coppery flavor of blood as he bit down on his tongue, unleashing a string of obscenities.

      For a moment he sensed that he was losing control of himself. He willed himself to focus, containing the vibrations, finding a way to corral them internally.

      Harnessing the pain and anger, Mossheart raised his arms as spokes of light erupted from his hands. He screamed and ripped himself free of the strobing light, smoking rising from his bare flesh and cape.

      Mossheart collapsed to the ground in a heap, his body trembling, casting off waves of energy that rattled and shook a series of paintings on the far wall. Manny stepped to him and Mossheart waved him off. “Back! Get back!” the alchemist shouted.

      Manny ran off, disappearing down a hallway as Mossheart willed away the pain and held up his crystal. It was glittering like a fistful of diamonds, twitching in his hand, expanding and contracting like a human heart.

      It had worked!

      The coil had reenergized the crystal and Mossheart in the process.

      The sorcerer levered himself up and positioned his body in the direction of a statue situated against the wall, a bronze bust. He would need to test himself, to see just how powerful he’d become.

      He studied the bust with an indifferent gaze, then raised a single finger and, with some focus, vaporized the bust, turning it to ashes. And when that was done, he began chanting a mantra, trying to force the energy down into the soles of his feet as he began to levitate.

      In seconds, he was hovering off the ground, spinning, flying through the air, firing small loops of orange flames from his fingers as Grendel roared his approval, pounding his chest.

      Mossheart landed on the ground, grinning, blowing smoke from the end of his fingers. He took a step, then another, feeling taller and more powerful than ever before.

      He was ready to destroy anyone that challenged him.

      The sound of footfalls arrested his attention. He glanced at Manny who was approaching, hands on his hips, nearly out of breath. “Somebody’s coming! I can see lights on the road up here!”
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      In the short-lived quietude of the drive up to Griffith Park, Adam replayed the day’s events over and over. About how he’d been at a low point in his career and life when everything had suddenly been turned upside down.

      Sawyer was right, everything that had happened seemed ripped from the pages of a script. And if that was true, they were all well into the second act, close to the second turning point in the story, the moment where the main character’s fortunes rose or fell. Adam closed his eyes and prayed because he realized the only way things could be made right was if they confronted and somehow defeated Mossheart.

      The Mustang skidded to a stop in the observatory’s parking lot. Jonathan put the car in park as Adam gathered up his weapons.

      “I just realized that I’m literally a walking, talking stereotype in this whole thing,” Jonathan said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m driving you around. I’ve become yet another sidekick who’s gonna get whitewashed out of the story.”

      “So not true,” Adam replied. “We are totally co-equals.”

      “You mean that?”

      Adam nodded. “Absolutely. And when they make the movie version we’ll get Keanu Reeves to play you.”

      Jonathan’s face fell. “You know that line you’re not supposed to cross with me?”

      “I’m coming up on it, huh?” Adam asked.

      “Nope, look really far behind you.”

      Adam mustered a smile, trying to put on a brave face. He motioned to everyone in the back of the Mustang. “Guys, I just wanted to let you know that it’s super important that Jonathan and I not get killed by the alchemist or Grendel tonight if at all possible.”

      Beowulf held up his sword. “My days have gone as fate has willed. I have sworn no unholy oaths and pledged my flesh to the lord of all life. With Hrunting I will see the doom of glory, or death shall take me!”

      “Yeah, that wasn’t exactly what I was looking for, Beo.”

      Jonathan nodded. “A simple ‘okay’ would have sufficed.”

      Everyone exited the Mustang, Adam moving alongside Jonathan. “We’ve got to put our best face on this, Jon.”

      “What face might that be?” Jonathan asked.

      “A really terrified one.”

      The group fanned out, creeping forward.

      “You got a plan, Fraser?” Jonathan asked.

      “Don’t I always?”

      “Rarely.”

      “Well, have I ever let you down?” Adam asked.

      “Constantly,” Jonathan replied.

      Adam froze, because all of his internal alarms were clanging at once, his fear meter slowly ticking up. He could tell that something was seriously wrong. He’d been to the observatory a dozen times before, including a detailed viewing inside and out with a second-unit director while shooting some footage for a TV pilot that never got greenlit, and there had always been someone in sight. Security guards, employees, tourists. The place was never deserted.

      His eyes adjusted to the murkiness and he saw what looked like white sheets strewn across the lawn. Striding forward he flinched, because the sheets were bodies.

      It looked like a battle had been fought, there was so much blood and so many corpses that lay bent and broken in all attitudes of death, like twisted pieces of sculpture.

      Adam looked to Jonathan and saw a new harshness in his friend’s eyes. “Somebody has to pay for this,” Jonathan said.

      Adam nodded, the anger building up inside, the night’s events awakening some deep feeling within him. It wasn’t just that Mossheart had come to his city and disrupted his life. The sonofabitch had caused chaos and confusion that cost the lives of dozens of innocent people. Beowulf and the others were right. Mossheart was evil, and even though he had no idea how to do it, it was time to take the alchemist down.

      He handed the small video camera to Jonathan and then hitched up the massive harpoon gun,

      “This is what I get?” Jonathan asked. “A camera?”

      “You want a weapon?”

      “Yes, please,” Jonathan said. “I plan on busting up whoever did this like a friggin’ pinata.”

      Adam jogged back to the Mustang, reached down into the passenger’s side and grabbed the hand-cannon off the floor, the one that Foster had given him.

      He returned and handed Jonathan the gun. “That’s more like it.”

      Beowulf clutched his gigantic sword as Zori, Aerowynn, and Huldra held the battle axes they’d been given by Foster Frieze.

      “He’s inside,” Beowulf said. “I can smell the demon.”

      The six figures moved slowly across the lawn, sidestepping the bodies, searching for any hint of movement.

      Adam walked in between the ladies. who shadowed him like a Praetorian guard. “I forgot to ask, but seeing that we don’t have the magical spear, what’s the best way to defeat Mossheart?”

      “We will destroy his crystal,” Aerowynn added. “That is our only chance. Destroy the crystal in full and we may yet have a chance to destroy him.”

      “What about Grendel?” Huldra asked.

      “Leave him to me,” Beowulf growled.

      Laughter suddenly echoed and Adam looked up to see Mossheart, the smaller man he’d seen before, and Grendel peering down from the observatory’s north doors.

      Everyone stopped and exchanged tense looks because Mossheart was wreathed in a cone of orange light.

      The air wavered near his head, fringed with strange multi-colored aberrations that made Mossheart look taller and thicker.

      Adam caught a look from Beowulf. “Something’s wrong.”

      “Just figuring that out now?” Adam replied.

      “The wizard’s revived his crystal,” the warrior replied. “Which is news that is both good and bad.”

      “How is it bad?”

      “He’s likely grown in power.”

      “How is it good?”

      “He’ll likely be much larger and able to destroy parts of the city.”

      “How the hell is that good, Beo? I mean that’s literally far worse than the bad news.”

      Adam swallowed hard and Beowulf placed his hand on his wrist. “Be of good hope and watch for the fore, Adam. And most importantly, be valiant.”

      Adam tossed a look at Jonathan. “It’s on, Jon.”

      Jonathan eased his camera up to get a shot of Mossheart and Grendel. “Like fucking Donkey Kong.”

      Beowulf raised his sword and hurtled forward as all hell broke loose.
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      Adam followed after Beowulf who raised his sword, rushing forward as the sky filled with balls of fire cast by Mossheart.

      The balls landed on the ground to the right and left of Adam with a concussive boom, bursting into flames. Jonathan stopped and opened fire with his gun, but the bullets were snagged mid-air in a forcefield engineered by Mossheart.

      “How did he do that?” Jonathan yelled.

      “He’s a wizard!” Adam shouted back. “That’s what they do!”

      Mossheart reversed the bullets, which whizzed through the air like a swarm of bees as Jonathan and Adam dropped to the ground, barely avoiding them.

      Jonathan grimaced, clutching his hamstring, breathing deeply. “Think I pulled the damn thing.”

      “It’ll get better, Jon. There’s this thing called muscle memory.”

      “I’ve heard of it.”

      “But in order for your body to remember, there had to be muscle in the first place.”

      “Are you body shaming me, Fraser?”

      “Just pointing out that you can’t fit into those skinny jeans anymore.”

      Jonathan pointed to his junior pot-belly. “This is all muscle, baby. I mean, it’s super relaxed right now, but it’s muscle just same.”

      Adam grabbed Jonathan by the hand and lifted him up as they continued on, drawing closer to the front of the observatory.

      Mossheart flung a rope of energy that barely missed the ladies, but obliterated the astronomer’s monument, reducing it to rubble and spewing hunks of concrete and thick metal masonry mesh in every direction.

      Grendel passed in front of him like a mini-eclipse, waving his arms like a Scooby-Doo villain. Adam worked to get a shot at him as Beowulf squared off against the monstrous titan.

      He swung his sword and Grendel responded by jumping into the air, over the sword, landing with a percussive crash that shook the ground like an earthquake.

      Then monstrous fiend swiped his hand and hit Beowulf in the chest, casting him backward into the air like a puppet cut from its strings.

      “NO!” Adam screamed, watching Beowulf’s sword, Hrunting, corkscrew through the air before it speared the ground, quivering back and forth.

      Adam knew his moment was at hand. He handed the harpoon gun to Jonathan and ran forward, pulling Hrunting from the ground.

      He tugged on the handle and lifted the huge hunk of cold steel.

      It felt good in his hands, perfectly balanced.

      Adam brought it around and then swiped it down, keep his weight on the balls of his feet.

      He watched Grendel turned its attention to him, gliding through the darkness with feline-like agility.

      Adam did as Beowulf had shown him.

      He brought the sword in tight against his chest as Grendel lunged.

      Adam pulled back and then snapped out, striking Grendel, carving a trench in the monster’s side.

      If what Beowulf said was true, he couldn’t kill Grendel with the sword, but he could sure as hell make him bleed.

      Make the monster feel real pain.

      The beast pivoted in anger and swung violently, before biting the air.

      Adam danced back, keeping in a combat-crouch, making himself as small as possible before swinging the sword again.

      Steel met flesh and another cut was opened on Grendel’s hand.

      Adam feigned moving to the right, then juked to the left, mimicking the moves he’d seen Beowulf use.

      He torqued his body and cut Grendel, then heard a whistling sound.

      Adam looked up to see a fireball fired by Mossheart dropping through the air, slicing through the sky like a bottle rocket.

      He ran evasively, but tripped, losing hold of the sword, which spun into the shadows.

      The fireball landed and blasted apart, mushrooming the ground, sending debris flying in every direction.

      Smoke obscured visibility and when Adam blinked and looked back, Grendel was on him.

      Adam turned to run when the monster smacked him in the gut. The blow felt like a sledgehammer being struck against his abs. Adam flapped back through the air and landed hard, rolling over, the air stolen from his lungs.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mossheart watched Grendel beating back his enemies and laughed, searching for Beowulf, who was lying somewhere out in the darkness. He was surprised that the warrior and all the others had survived the earlier attack, but that was of little moment. What mattered was that the end was nigh. He was seconds away from crossing them over, sending them into the great void from which they would never return.

      “What do you think, Manny?”

      “I think this is the ending you wanted, Mister Mossheart.”

      Mossheart smiled. “It’s not the ending, my young friend. It’s just the beginning!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adam lay where he fell for several seconds, listening to the sounds of the battle, Grendel’s eerie ululations, Mossheart’s laughter, and the cries of his comrades.

      Beowulf’s vitality band was glowing red which meant he was losing strength rapidly. Pain jolted his body and he touched his hand to his cheek and it came away red and shiny. He watched Grendel attacking the women as a hand reached down at grabbed him.

      “Get your lazy ass up,” Jonathan said, gripping Adam’s wrist, pulling him up.

      Adam stood, fighting for air.

      “I couldn’t let you die,” Jonathan added. “Who else is gonna vouch for me with Bruckheimer and Michael Bay?”

      “You’re a real sweetheart, Jon.”

      Jonathan forced a smile, then steadied Adam and handed him back the harpoon gun. “The tide is getting high,” Jonathan said.

      “We need to find a way to end this.”

      Adam stared at the gun and noticed that the barrel was loose. He pried it open to see the weapon’s projectile fitted in the barrel, what looked like a lawn dart with a glass tip. Adam grabbed the dart and was instantly stuck by a memory of what he had in his pocket.

      The blob of metal, what was left of the magical spear Gungnir that Mossheart had melted back out on the street. The very object that Beowulf had said was the only item that the villains were totally defenseless against. The only thing that could kill them.

      With Jonathan’s assistance, Adam unscrewed the glass tip on the dart.

      He hunted in his pocket and plucked out the metal blob and placed it inside.

      “What’s that thing?” Jonathan asked.

      “A piece of Odin’s spear.”

      “Odin as in…Odin?”

      Adam nodded. “We’re facing off against a crazy wizard and are trying to figure out a way to kill a mythological monster, Jon. It’s time believe the unbelievable. Every fucking thing Beowulf and the ladies have told me and I’ve told you is true.”

      Adam screwed the tip back on, slotted the dart down the barrel of the gun as he progressed forward, Jonathan at his side, the harpoon gun wedged near his hip. The ladies had surrounded Grendel and were valiantly swinging their battle axes as the monstrosity roared and snapped at them.

      “OVER HERE!” Adam shouted.

      Grendel turned and Adam spotted something, a tremulous blur reeling through the gloom. It was Beowulf!

      Before Grendel could react, Beowulf had grabbed his sword and brought it around, a wonderful first strike that diverted the beast’s attention from the ladies.

      Then Beowulf executed a kind of drifting slide under Grendel’s outstretched arm which allowed him to make a darting jab that was so swift all Adam could see was a silver blur. Grendel was unable to block the sword that carved a divot in its midsection.

      Adam ran laterally, working to flank Grendel, to get off a shot into his backside. He combat-ran to the monster’s left and took up a position when he spotted something.

      It was Mossheart.

      The alchemist was flying through the air like a heat-seeking missile, shrieking like a banshee.

      On a collision course with Adam.
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      Mossheart slammed into Adam, shoving him sideways a good ten feet before riding him hard into the ground.

      Adam lost his grip on the harpoon gun, and it spun away.

      He peered up into Mossheart’s crazed eyes. The alchemist’s mouth was tugged back in a rictus as he pinned Adam’s arms to the ground.

      “What is your name?” Mossheart asked.

      “Why does it matter?”

      “Because I neglected to ask it before, and I always make it a habit to know the name of the person whose life I’m snatching!”

      “Adam Fraser.”

      “Ever tried flying before, Adam Fraser?”

      Mossheart grabbed Adam and pulled him into the air. Adam fought with the wizard, bicycling his legs.

      He reached up and grabbed Mossheart, throwing punches, fighting for his life.

      Mossheart was only able to lift him eight or ten feet off the ground as they struggled, brawling, the enchanter conjuring up a ball of light in the shape of a hammer that he brought down on Adam’s chest.

      The light hammer whacked Adam near his breastbone, He grabbed Mossheart’s cape when gunshots echoed.

      Adam craned his head and peered down to see Jonathan firing his gun.

      WHUMP!

      A bullet struck Mossheart, tearing a hole through the alchemist’s shoulder and jolting him, crippling his ability to fly.

      Mossheart grunted and grabbed his shoulder, disoriented, as the two quickly pinwheeled down and slammed hard to the ground.

      And then kept going.

      Falling, tumbling down a hillside at the edge of the observatory.

      Like quarters in a washing machine, the two careened down the rocky hillside before coming to a jarring stop.

      Adam blinked away tears, everything spinning, topsy-turvy from the slide down the slope. He shook the spin from his head and tried to move his arms, but couldn’t because he was tangled up in a section of plastic safety fencing.

      Mossheart was standing, dusting himself off, fixing his cape. Adam watched the bullet hole in his shoulder instantly heal, new flesh covering up the old as the wizard laughed. “Your weapons are no match against me!” Mossheart shouted. “I could snatch your life away if I wanted to,” he continued, wagging a finger. “But seeing that I don’t particularly enjoy getting blood on my hands, I’ve come up with an alternative solution.”

      Adam watched him remove what looked like a five or six small glass vials, the size of shot glasses. All were cracked and Mossheart begin casting their contents in every direction.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Adam asked.

      “Giving you some company,” Mossheart replied.

      Adam saw the alchemist lift a glowing crystal up and begin chanting, “Hasdiel at my right, Haniel at my left, Rahmiel at my head, angels, demons, let me find favor and grace before all of the inhabitants of the abyss, great and small.” This was followed by a trilling of the wizard’s tongue and then the ground began to undulate and open up.

      The ground rumbled and tremored and then an arm jutted up out of the dirt.

      Then another.

      And another.

      Before Adam could blink, there were six unholy creatures shambling in front of him that looked like something conjured up out of an old Dungeons and Dragons Monster Manual.

      The hairless things stood just shy of five feet with long, tentacle-like arms that touched the ground. Their raw heads were shaped like footballs and crowned with a row of vestigial horns, their mouths oversized and filled with rows of serrated teeth.

      “Take your time with him,” Mossheart said to the fiends. He cackled and whipped his cape around, while floating back up the hillside.

      The monsters lifted their heads and howled. Adam struggled to free himself. He was able to pry his arms loose and held them up as the things advanced, their jaws distending, tongues lolling, ready to taste Adam’s blood when—

      A gunshot echoed and the head of the lead monster vanished in a red mist.

      Then four more gunshots and a black blur swooped down the hillside and thudded into the skull of the last monster, which fell forward to reveal a battle axe.

      Adam looked up, overjoyed to see Jonathan and Huldra skidding down the hillside.

      “Looks like we arrived in the nick of time,” Jonathan said.

      “Just like any good sidekick.”

      “Why the hell do I keep risking my ass to save you?” Jonathan asked.

      “Because you love me as a dear friend.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Deep down you do.”

      “Nope.”

      “Way, way deep down.”

      Jonathan grabbed Adam’s arms and pulled him free. The two watched Huldra withdraw her battle axe from the dead beast.

      “I think I’m in love,” Jonathan said, appraising Huldra. “What’s her name again?”

      “Huldra.”

      “What does she do?”

      “Kicks ass and casts sex spells.”

      “Okay, I’m definitely in love.”

      Huldra gestured to the hillside with her axe. “We need to rejoin the fight.”

      “We need to get back up and get the gun,” Adam said.

      “We might have some problems doing that, ace,” Jonathan said, pointing at a pack of trolls lining the hillside, cracking their knuckles, looking they were ready to throw down.

      “Get ready,” Huldra said, her ample breasts heaving, glistening with sweat. “Here come the trolls.”

      “Now that’s something you don’t hear every day,” Adam replied.

      One of the trolls dropped into a dead run and flipped through the air, landing ten feet in front of the trio, gnashing its teeth, trying to appear as threatening as possible. Adam stared into the thing’s wretched, bestial face.

      “If you turn and around leave we won’t kick your asses!” Adam shouted.

      The troll spat on him.

      “I’m not feeling real good about this,” Jonathan said.

      Adam looked over. “Really? Why?”

      “For starters, there are a lot of trolls.”

      “Yep.”

      “With really sharp teeth and claws and they seem pissed off.”

      “True,” Adam replied.

      “And it’s just the three of us.”

      “A team.”

      Jonathan looked at his gun. “A team with one gun and one axe against…trolls.”

      Adam held up his small fists. “You forgot about these puppies. They’re lethal weapons.”

      Jonathan groaned. “That settles it. We’re dead.”

      Adam bellowed and signaled for Jonathan and Huldra to charge.
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      They ran directly at the trolls, Huldra in the lead, bowling a path through the attackers with vicious swipes with her axe, chanting an eerie song, “Make me a poem, make me a psalm, make me a charm so the dark won’t find me, and the frightful things won’t rise up behind me!”

      One of the trolls counterattacked, swinging a piece of metal. Adam ducked under the decapitating swipe before throwing a haymaker that crunched the beast’s nose, knocking it sideways.

      Huldra tossed Adam the axe and he whipped it around, slicing open the troll’s neck with a powerful downward cut. Huldra and Adam worked as a team, hacking the trolls to pieces as Jonathan concluded the fighting with a few well-placed shots.

      In seconds, they’d clawed their way back up the hillside to see Mossheart with his back to them, spinning a series of fireballs in the direction of Beowulf, Zori, and Aerowynn, who were battling Grendel.

      Quick as lightning, Adam hurled the axe, embedding it in the alchemist’s back, doubling him over.

      Jonathan provided cover fire as Adam ran forward and dove to the ground near the harpoon gun.

      He gripped the weapon’s stock and rolled over, taking a knee, his finger easing around the trigger.

      Mossheart was already back on his feet, grimacing in pain, his bloody hands tugging the axe free.

      “You bleed,” Adam said.

      “So what?”

      “So if you bleed we can kill you.”

      “You can’t kill what’s divine.”

      “You’re no god, Mossheart. Just some asshole with a few magic tricks and a shitty cape.”

      The alchemist took umbrage at the cape insult. His cheeks puffing out, eyes bulging. “I will feast on your soul!”

      The spell-weaver whipped a fireball at Adam that struck the ground, sending up geysers of dirt and debris.

      Adam was disoriented and danced backwards, somehow evading the incoming fire as Mossheart shot a series of flaming projectiles at him.

      Running, stumbling to the ground, Adam clenched the harpoon gun as he moved laterally, trying to get off a shot. He was coming up fast on Grendel, who was still battling Beowulf. Adam screamed the monster’s name.

      Grendel reacted, allowing Beowulf to use the creature’s moment of hesitation to strike several more blows with his sword.

      Grendel took a knee and Beowulf moved in for the kill, twirling his sword acrobatically when a bolt of energy from Mossheart scythed across the lawn and slammed into Beowulf’s sword.

      The impact shattered the sword as if it was made of glass, and flung Beowulf back on his ass for the second time in less than five minutes.

      Adam hobbled forward, feeling the muscles tightening in his arms and back. Grendel was disoriented, licking his wounds as Adam crouched near Beowulf who was clutching his side, obviously in great pain.

      “C’mon, Beo, we can do this. You know why I know we can beat these guys?” Beowulf looked up and Adam continued, holding up his vitality band, “Because of this. Because I’ve got the mystical vitality band.”

      “Can I tell you a secret, Adam?”

      “Anything.”

      “The band is not mystical or magical at all.”

      “What?”

      “It’s true. I just tell people that it is.”

      “Why the hell would you do that?”

      “Because I like the sparkly green stones and it gives me the sense that I do have greater powers.”

      “But you don’t.”

      Beowulf held Adam’s look. “That matters not. Everything you need to defeat our enemies is already within you. Heroes are not always needed. Sometimes, even the most ordinary person is capable of extraordinary things. Remember, Adam, the mind is the most powerful weapon there is. That’s what makes you special.”

      “You could’ve told me this earlier.”

      “I’m sorry...”

      “Like back before I risked my neck fighting a wizard and some gigantic, resurrected monster.”

      Beowulf smiled. “Death is the destination we all share, Adam.”

      “Can you hear the words that come out of your mouth?”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “Because that’s not exactly boosting my spirits here, Beo.”

      “There is no escaping it, but I tell you this. If this be the day we both shall cross over, we shall do so boldly. We will carry the day.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      He smiled. “This isn’t my first swordfight.”

      Adam felt a stirring, an energy coursing through him. He was a man with nothing, which meant he had nothing to lose. He’d come this far and it was time to take down the alchemist, the sonofabitch who’d murdered innocent people, ruined his life, and destroyed the city he called home.

      It was time to kick some serious ass.

      Adam nodded and held up an arm, which Beowulf gripped.

      The ladies screamed and Adam spotted Grendel rising, breathless with rage and exertion, running on vapors, but still huge and pissed off. Beowulf rose to greet him as Mossheart heaved a massive fireball at Adam.

      Adam brought the harpoon gun around, but the fireball was already nearly on him when—

      WHAM!

      The ball of fire was struck by an axe hurled by Zori.

      There was a flash of light.

      The impact diverted the fireball at the last second as Zori, Aerowynn, and Huldra surrounded Adam, weapons raised, ready to defend him.

      Adam screamed, raised his gun, and pulled the trigger.

      There was a gaseous whump! And then the dart shot out of the gun, closing the distance between Adam and Grendel in the blink of an eye.

      The dart with the hunk of Odin’s spear inside carved a hideous rent in the monster’s chest and kept on going.

      It blew out a bowling ball-sized hole that allowed Adam to see that it had continued out through Grendel’s back toward Mossheart.

      The dart also struck Mossheart. There was a flash of light as the projectile struct the wizard’s crystal, setting off an explosion that sent Mossheart crashing to the ground against the face of the observatory.

      Adam blinked, not believing at first that he’d been able to hit Grendel.

      The wound had doubled the monster over. Adam surveyed the entry hole, which was blackish red and puckered around the edges.

      First there were a few droplets of blood.

      Then a pulsing stream.

      Then a torrent, and finally a deluge of the red stuff. In seconds, the hole in the monster’s chest was spurting massively, sheeting the ground with red, hot blood.

      Grendel tried to stand, but was unable to, groaning, pawing at the air.

      The nightmarish creature toppled to the ground in stages like a tree collapsing in the woods, then snarled and sighed like a sputtering engine before dying.

      “You did it!” Aerowynn and Huldra shouted.

      Adam nodded and ran over to Beowulf. He reached down and lifted the warrior. Beowulf was hurt but was able to stand, still clutching the hilt of Hrunting, the rest of the sword shorn off by Mossheart.

      “What happened?”

      “Grendel’s dead,” Adam replied.

      “And Mossheart?”

      “He’s dead too.”

      “Not yet he’s not!” Jonathan shouted.

      Adam caught sight of a form slipping around the edge of the observatory, running up the stairs on the observatory terrace toward the rear promenade walkway.
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      Mossheart spun and looked back, bloody, shaken, realizing just how tenuous the line was between victory and defeat. Grendel lay dying and his enemies were still alive. Worse yet, his crystal was destroyed, his henchmen, Manny, was nowhere in sight, and his cape was downright filthy. He removed his blackened crystal and flung it to the ground.

      “Manny!” the alchemist called out, but nobody responded.

      There was only one thing left to do. He ran and grabbed his sack, the one he’d stashed at the edge of the observatory, and checked inside. They were still there. The ingredients for the last spell, the one that would permit him to travel back through time. Realizing he had no other options, Mossheart sped to the rear of the observatory and began plotting his escape, realizing it was time to return to the old lands.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adam neared the spot where Mossheart had fallen and spotted a winding blood trail in the moonlight. “He went up the rear walkway!”

      The group followed the blood trail and Adam nearly ran into the smaller man he’d seen before, the one who’d been standing next to Mossheart.

      “S-stand back!” the man said.

      “Or what?” Adam replied.

      “Or I’ll make you wish you had!”

      The smaller man raised his arms, conjuring up an impressive array of energy balls that he twisted and shaped. He looked ready to fire them at Adam at the others and then he lowered his hands.

      The energy balls winked out, smoke issuing from his fingertips.

      The man’s head hung. “I can’t do it anymore,” he said.

      Adam took a cautious step forward. “What did you say?”

      The other man looked up. “I said I can’t do it anymore.”

      “What’s your name?” Adam asked.

      “Manny Campos.”

      “He’s Mossheart’s acolyte!” Beowulf growled.

      “Yeah,” Manny said, slowly nodding. “I was, but not anymore. I’m not helping him hurt anybody anymore.”

      “Will you stand aside?” Adam asked. “If you don’t we’re gonna move you.”

      Manny nodded and did as asked, stepping aside as Adam and the others flew past him, running up the steps, heading toward the rear walkway which looked down over the rear of the observatory. As they ran past him, Manny spotted something on the ground. Mossheart’s blackened crystal. He pocketed the crystal and slipped into the shadows.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adam and the others ran down over the raised platform which provided one of the very best views of the city, all the lights of downtown Los Angeles visible, sparkling.

      Mossheart was visible, crouched over what looked like a small fire.

      Flames rose.

      Smoke billowed.

      The alchemist raised his hands, chanting a spell.

      Adam screamed for Mossheart to stop, to give himself up even though he knew that was unlikely to ever happen.

      “Ask not of pleasure, Mossheart!” Beowulf shouted. “Pain has come, you worthless argr!” and when Mossheart didn’t reply, he added, “Submit yourself, wizard!”

      Mossheart looked back and rose a final time. He cast a withering glare at Adam, Beowulf and the others. “I answer to no one!”

      “You’ll answer to us!” Beowulf shouted.

      Mossheart grinned. “When will you learn, primitive man, that my powers know no boundaries? If I can’t rule here, I’ll return from where I came!”

      There was a flash of light and the sky seemed to rip open as a plume of violet smoke filled the air, a vortex that looked like a twister turned on its side opening up behind the sorcerer.

      A gust of wind buffeted Mossheart who grinned and mimed a bow, and waved at Beowulf. “I will see you on the other side, old friend!”

      There was another flash of light and a percussive, semi-sonic boom and then the alchemist dove from the top of the walkway into the roiling vortex, vanishing from sight.

      Adam watched Beowulf run to the edge of the walkway when he heard a woman shouting from somewhere behind him, “ADAM!”

      The voice sounded familiar.

      Adam spun as Aerowynn grabbed his arm. “It’s time to go, Adam.”

      “Where?”

      “Into the portal. We have to find Mossheart and end this.”

      His name was shouted again and Adam searched for the source of the voice as  Aerowynn held up all ten of her fingers. “You have thirty of these before the portal closes. Once that happens, there is no way into the past.”

      Adam nodded and ran back down the stairs where he caught sight of the bubbletops on five cop cars parked at the edge of the lawn.

      There were also people running across the lawn, onlookers, residents, some tourists, and lots of armed police.

      A woman was visible at the bottom of the stairs, waving her hand. “ADAM!”

      Adam trotted, then broke into a jog.

      Squinting, Adam caught sight of a beautiful woman with long, copper-colored hair waving at him.

      It was Sawyer!

      She ran to him, but stopped several feet away.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “I tracked my phone,” she replied, holding up another cellphone.

      Adam nodded. “I picked it up back in the club. I was going to give it back to you, but Grendel ate it.”

      She hesitated, mouth agape. “Grendel?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that a nickname?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “Because it’s the name of the villain in Beowulf.”

      “Okay, so Grendel as in…Grendel the monster from the movie?”

      “Or the poem, whichever works.”

      “You’re serious aren’t you?” she asked, her eyelashes fluttering like the wings on a moth.

      “Did I fail to mention Grendel before? Yeah, he kinda joined up with the alchemist we were chasing, this guy named Mossheart.”

      She nodded and proceeded to Adam. “I don’t know what the hell’s going on or whether you’ve lost your mind, but thank you for back at the pool. You saved me from whatever was going down.”

      “I know you think I’m nuts, Sawyer, but I swear I’ve got an explanation for everything.”

      “This all sounds like one of your scripts.”

      “It’s crazier than anything I could ever come up with.”

      Aerowynn shouted for Adam to hurry. “I’ve got to go.”

      “Wait!” Sawyer shouted. Adam turned and she leaned in and kissed Adam on the cheek and then something appeared out of the shadows.

      Jaxx, Sawyer’s boyfriend, stomped forward, eyes wild, nostrils flaring, looking like he was getting ready to brawl. “Dude, what the fuck?”

      Adam held up his hands. “She was just thanking me for saving her back at the pool.”

      “You didn’t do shit back there, Fraser. That was all me.”

      Adam wilted for a moment. Jaxx stepped closer and Adam heard Aerowynn screaming, reminding him that there only fifteen seconds left. “That’s right, you little worm,” Jaxx said. “Just like always, I was there to save the day. Right, baby?”

      Jaxx reached for Sawyer and she brushed him aside. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      “Leave her alone,” Adam said.

      “What?”

      Adam looked up. “I said leave her the fuck alone, asshole.”

      “Okay, that’s it,” Jaxx said, rolling up his sleeves. “I should’ve done this long before, but now it’s time for a beat down.”

      “Backpfeifengesicht,” Adam blurted out.

      This stopped Jaxx dead in his tracks. “What did you just say?”

      Adam repeated the word.

      Jaxx didn’t respond and Adam added, “It’s a German word.”

      “So fucking what,” Jaxx replied.

      “Ask me what it means.”

      Jaxx clenched and unclenched his fists. “What does it mean?”

      “It means a face that needs a good punching.”

      Jaxx snorted like a bull and swung at Adam who parried the blow and then put all of his newly-gained muscle into a solid jab that connected with the meathead’s chiseled chin. Jaxx’s eyes fluttered and then he fell to the ground, groaning.

      “I’m sorry I had to do that,” Adam said to Sawyer. “Like I said, I’ve got to go.”

      “Where?”

      “Wherever my friends are going.”

      Aerowynn appeared and screamed for Adam to hurry.

      “That–that’s that woman,” Sawyer said. “The one from back at the club.”

      “Aerowynn.”

      Sawyer took a few steps forward and peered at the vortex, which was wavering the air. “What’s that behind her?”

      “The vortex.”

      “That what?”

      “Apparently a portal into the past.”

      “That’s where you’re going?”

      Adam nodded. “We’re going back to stop Mossheart and save the world.”

      Adam looked at Sawyer, and sensing an opening, he leaned into her again and she responded and they exchanged a long, slow kiss. Then Adam pulled back and Sawyer grabbed his arm, following him across the walkway.

      “I’ve gotta go! We’ve got to finish what we started! We’ve got to catch Mossheart!”

      Adam ran toward Aerowynn, and at the instant that he reached the spillage of light from the vortex, which was rapidly closing, he touched Aerowynn’s hand.

      “Last chance. You sure you want to go back with us?” Aerowynn asked.

      Adam nodded. “Mossheart’s escaped, which means the journey isn’t over yet, right?”

      Aerowynn grinned. “Not even close.”

      Adam stepped toward the vortex when somebody grabbed his other hand. He was shocked to see Sawyer behind him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Coming with you,” she replied. “Looks like you guys might need some help.”

      Adam spotted the police running up the walkway, weapons out, pointing fingers in the direction of Adam and the others.

      Adam smiled and nodded at Sawyer. “You really want to do this?”

      “Not really.”

      “You scared?” Adam asked.

      “Shitless.”

      Adam smiled. “Me too.”

      “Let’s do it,” she replied, sucking in a mouthful of air.

      The trio held hands and turned, running full speed toward the edge of the walkway before jumping from it into the vortex, vanishing into the inky blackness as the portal closed up around them.
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      Thanks for picking up a copy of the first book in this series.  If you liked what you read, please leave a review on Amazon and check out the further adventures of Adam, Beowulf, and the ladies in The Swordsman, Book 2, which will be out very soon.
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      Once upon a time, I bought a Marvel comic book featuring Conan stranded in the 20th century, one of many that collectors called the “What If?” series. I always thought the idea of taking a classic character from another period of time and transporting him/her to the present could be very cool. When I began screenwriting I was asked to come up with a pitch that was similar, a mash-up of the Marvel series with the Americanized-version of the TV show Life on Mars.

      The first character I thought about was Beowulf, and I began wondering what might happen if he found himself stranded in modern-day Los Angeles. My actual pitch involved Beowulf teaming up with the LAPD to track down Grendel, who’d become a serial killer and was responsible for a series of gruesome murders, but nothing else came of the idea, aside from a long treatment, until I reimagined it as a book.

      Ultimately, I found that Beowulf worked better as a secondary character and that the action should be seen through the eyes of an everyman living in L.A. who initially thinks that Beowulf and his warrior women companions are merely extras who’ve strayed off a Game of Thrones set (or escaped from a mental hospital).

      After tweaking my initial treatment and then tweaking it some more, I came up with the book that you just read. I hope you enjoyed it and will follow the adventures of Adam as he follows Beowulf and the ladies back into the past to finish what was started with Mossheart. In Book 2, Adam and the others will discover that hell hath no fury like a troll mother whose son (Grendel) was slain by Beowulf, and they’ll also commit to yet another epic journey that will see them meeting new friends and facing off against terrible enemies. A working draft of Book 2’s chapter one is included below btw.
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      In another life, in another time, Mr. Archer was an actual hero. Okay, so he was never really all that super, but he did assist people as a lawyer, taking on the bad guys, and standing up for truth, justice, and what little remained of the American Way.

      When there were no more good fights to be fought, Mr. Archer went west and worked with a variety of big-name Hollywood directors on a slew of high-profile projects that remain in various stages of development hell. All the while he dreamed of working on projects like Fiasco Heights, and The Swordsman, stories that combined the high-action and massive set pieces of a Michael Bay movie with the girls, guns, and free-wheeling fun of a harem book.

      

      [BELOW IS THE WORKING FIRST CHAPTER FOR “THE SWORDSMAN BOOK 2”]
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      Chasing after Jonathan, Beowulf, and the others, Adam launched himself into the vortex swirling over Griffith Park and was immediately buffeted by a strong upthrust of wind. He lost his grip on Sawyer’s hand and pitched down into a void that was blacker than the bottom of the ocean.

      Suddenly, lightning ripped the darkness and he held up his hands to shield his eyes. He gasped because he was able to see through them, wiggling his fingers which appeared to be made out of dust.

      His hands vanished like a dandelion head blown by a strong wind and he screamed, pulled down into what looked like a darkened tunnel, several of the others barely visible up ahead, riding a burst of pure energy. He picked up speed and the walls of the tunnel fell away as he rollercoastered once again down into the blackness.

      Adam’s mouth opened in a silent scream as he plummeted deeper into the vortex, skysurfing through the gloom like a skier sluicing down over the edge of a cliff.

      He was assaulted by black stars, blue vortexes, all the secrets of the universe seeming to reveal themselves at once. He plunged straight down into the darkest space he’d ever encountered and then a wall of blue light suddenly appeared as he was shotgunned toward it—

      Fired through what he assumed was a hole in the universe.

      He looked through the hole and darkness upon darkness peered back. He bombed down into the nothingness until his field of vision compressed into a tiny, obsidian bead followed by a sudden, violent burst of angelic light that brought complete and absolute silence.

      Adam blinked and that’s when he saw it.

      Daylight.

      Beautiful, glorious daylight along with…what was it?

      A gust of chilly wind and something else.

      A glimpse of the snow-covered ground.

      A single thought sprang to mind: why the hell am I looking down on the ground?

      Adam realized to his horror that he was falling, tumbling down through the air, spat out of the vortex, his arms and legs chopping as the ground rushed up to greet him and—

      WHUMP!

      He landed hard, the snow cushioning the impact.

      He breathed a sigh of relief only to realize that he hadn’t stopped; rather, the impact had shot him sideways, sending him spiraling across the ice like a human hockey puck.

      Punching at the snow to stop his forward progress, he saw the that ground in front of him was leading directly to the edge of a vertiginous cliff!

      Adam planted his feet, but his momentum carried him forward, sliding through the snow and ice toward the lip of the cliff when a form lunged at him.

      Hands grabbed the back of his shirt, saving him at the last second.

      Adam dangled over the edge the precipice, breath steaming the cold air, watching waves crash against a battery of razor-sharp rocks.

      Chest heaving, he glanced back to see Jonathan holding the back of his shirt. “Whatever you do, do not let go.”

      “That all depends on what I get in return, amigo.”

      Jonathan mimed losing his grip on Adam and then bared his teeth and pulled him back to safety as the two collapsed into the snow.

      “It’s cold,” Jonathan said.

      “Always the master of the obvious, Jon.”

      Adam rolled over and rubbed his temple. His vision still swarmed with stars and he had to yawn several times to pop his ears. He stood and smacked the snow from his jeans. “Where are we?”

      “Would it be too much of a cliché to say we ain’t in Kansas anymore,” Jonathan offered.

      They heard shouts and Adam pivoted to see a figure running down a hillside toward them. He squinted and saw that it was Sawyer.

      She was being followed, chased might be a better word, by a horde of what looked like… Vikings. The whole thing reminded Adam of the scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark where Indiana Jones was thundering toward the float plane, being chased by a small army of native warriors.

      “Who is that?” Jonathan asked.

      “Sawyer.”

      “You know her?”

      Adam nodded. “She’s a friend and followed me into the vortex.”

      “Can I ask a question?” Jonathan asked.

      “Ask away.”

      “Is it just me or is she being chased by an army of Vikings?”

      “Sure looks that way.”

      “Next question: why is she being chased by an army of Vikings?”

      “Because I think we went back in time.”

      Before Jonathan could respond, Sawyer threw out her arms, sliding on the snow as Adam caught her. Her cheeks were crimson, and her hair was a messy, but she was still as gorgeous as ever.

      “Okay, so that just happened,” Sawyer said, flinging a look at the Vikings. “I was just hanging in the air and then I fell down onto the snow and they started to chase me.”

      “What did you do to piss them off?” Adam asked.

      She swatted him in the arm and Adam pointed to Jonathan. “Sawyer this is Jonathan. Jonathan this is Sawyer.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Sawyer said, fighting to catch her breath.

      “Likewise.”

      “So what do we do?” Jonathan asked.

      Adam looked up, searching for Beowulf, Zori, and Aerowynn, but they were nowhere to be seen. “Well, we’re nearly surrounded by what looks like the castoffs from the Night’s Watch, so I’m pretty sure there’s only one thing that we can do.”

      Sawyer scrunched up her nose. “What’s that?”

      Adam pointed. “RUN LIKE HELL!”

      The trio spun and ran laterally along the cliffside, slipping, nearly sliding to their deaths on several occasions as they scampered across the frost-crusted snow. Adam spotted a tall, lean warrior breaking away from the others. He wore his hair in long, ratty braids, and carried a spear and a circular shield, howling like an animal at a branding while churning through the snow.

      The warrior planted his feet and heaved the spear.

      Adam grabbed Jonathan and Sawyer, tugging them down as the sword whistled over their heads.

      Angry that his spear missed the intended targets, the Viking unleashed a string of indecipherable invective and charged forward as Adam dropped into a crouch and threw an elbow that caught the surprised assailant in the jaw.

      Down went the Viking which allowed Adam to grab his shield. He signaled for the others to follow up toward a ridgeline that was crowned with a slab of rock.

      The other Vikings were gaining ground, shrieking and clawing at the air, some of them hurling spears and axes that thudded into the ice to the left and right of Adam and the others.

      Adam fought his way to the apex of the ridgeline. He looked back to see that the Viking horde would overrun them in two or three minutes, maybe less. Adam traded a quick look with Sawyer. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      She shivered, dressed only in shorts and a long-sleeved T-shirt. “That I should never have come back through that vortex thingie?”

      Adam shook his head. “Nope, I was thinking that it’s time to do a little sledding.”

      Flipping the shield over, Adam lay down on it as Jonathan climbed on top of him and Sawyer on top of him.

      Hands out, Adam clawed at the ice and snow, using his fingers and feet to power the shield forward. Soon, the trio were rocking the shield which tipped over the ridgeline and began sliding down the other side of what looked like a glacier.

      In seconds they were cruising down over the ice.

      Picking up speed.

      Adam’s eyes hopped in every direction, taking in the cliffside, some hundred feet off to the left, then a wall of imposing stone, eighty feet off to the right. And then, of course, the dozen or so Vikings who were patrolling the slope directly in front of them!

      They surprised the Vikings who barely had a chance to react as Adam grabbed the sides of the shield, steering it, slaloming between the Vikings who swung their weapons wildly and ineffectively.

      Jonathan let loose with a rebel yell as they weaved through the Norsemen. The ground ahead dropped, spooling down toward a wide valley. In seconds, the three were shooting down over the bluish-white glacial ice at an alarming rate of speed.

      Adam was having trouble maneuvering the shield as Sawyer screamed and pointed.

      An immense berm of ice and snow was approaching as the shield hit the front of it and went airborne.

      Adam looked down and was shocked to see that the ground twenty feet below. Holy shit, they’d caught some serious air!

      He and the others shrieked while pinwheeling down through the air before—

      BOOM!

      Crashing into a mound of snow and coming to a stop.

      Adam spat out a mouthful of ice and snow, then reached over and pulled Sawyer and Jonathan free only to see a terrible sight.

      Several dozen Vikings had used their own shields as sleds and were surrounding the trio, and there were more of them in the distance, cresting the ridgeline.

      Adam held up his hands and one of the Vikings, a mountain of a man dressed in what looked like the hide of a bear, lifted a massive hammer and angled the end at Adam.

      “We give up!” Adam shouted, his voice cracking.

      The big Viking grinned a mouth full of blackened teeth. He spat in the ice and moved forward with menacing purpose when a sound echoed over the glacier.

      The bleating of a horn.

      The Vikings reacted to the sound.

      Craning his head, Adam spotted something in the distance.

      A man and two women astride mighty horses.

      The man held up a horn which he blew again.

      The three figures galloped down through the valley.

      They drew near and Adam smiled because it was Beowulf, Zori, and Aerowynn. They were  garbed in chainmail and looked ready to kick some serious ass (although Beowulf wasn’t wearing his glasses).

      “Let the strangers be,” Beowulf said to the big Viking.

      The Viking barked a reply to Beowulf in his native tongue. Then, in guttural English, he muttered. “Give me one good reason why.”

      Beowulf nodded at Adam. “Because they are my friends.” He reached a hand down and pulled Adam up onto his horse, flashing a wide smile. “Welcome to the land of the Danes.”
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      The sky over Fiasco Heights was streaked with psychedelic colors the afternoon that I killed my third supervillain.

      I was strapped in the passenger seat of an acoustic transport machine, a “wave sled,” cruising a hundred miles an hour over a strip of bitumen that bisected a plain of pumice dotted with rocky outcroppings.

      My eyes were everywhere, scanning left and right, peering forward and back, searching for the man who was hunting us, a thick-necked brute nicknamed the Barrister, who wielded a powerful, oversized gavel made from a mysterious, intergalactic alloy.

      “Do you see him?” a female voice asked.

      I turned to my left and swapped looks with the woman piloting the sled, an achingly beautiful shit-kicker in a skintight singlet who called herself Aurora. I shook my head and smiled, watching Aurora’s ample breasts strain against the black-green nanomesh singlet, her long, coffee-colored hair whipping in the wind. “I think we’re in the clear,” I said.

      “What makes you think that?” she replied.

      “I’ve got a sixth sense about these things,” I answered, tapping a finger to my head. “We are gonna be platinum.”

      BOOM!

      A rocky outcropping, down and to our right, vanished in a blast that fragmented the rock, sending shards of it in every direction.

      Turning, I watched the gavel snap back into the mallet-sized hand of the Barrister, who was running across the ash faster than a cheetah. He was clad in a silver singlet that was partially hidden under a short, oil duster that came down to his waist and featured a full shoulder cape and brass buttons that glimmered in the half-light. His long, blond hair was bound behind his head, and the sharp angles of his face were screwed up in a look of agony or ecstasy (I couldn’t tell which).

      The Barrister waved his gavel at our sled, and we vroomed forward. If you’ve ever seen the old movie “Star Wars” you probably remember what an X-34 Landspeeder looks like. Our sled resembled Skywalker’s ride, although it was thinner, more compact, and instead of the air-cooled thrust turbines that powered the Landspeeder, our machine was juiced by twelve tiny machines that produced the acoustic vortices that propelled us eight feet off the ground.

      The big villain mounted another hillock of gravel and grabbed his sex while making an obscene gesture at us.

      “Did he just do what I think he did?” I asked.

      Aurora didn’t answer, she was too busy firing up the wave sled, throttling the accelerator, increasing the intensity of the ultrasonic waves that rocketed us forward. My head snapped back as Aurora deftly maneuvered the sled up and over the outcroppings and a monstrous knot of bleached bones.

      BOOM! BOOM!

      The stone formations all around us vanished in percussive blasts, obliterated by the Barrister’s gavel. Looking over the rear seat, I saw the bastard ducking under a stone arch and hurdling a ribbon of boulders, arms and legs chopping the air.

      “That sonofabitch is incredibly persistent!” I shouted. “And he’s got serious anger issues!”

      “Do your thing!” Aurora screamed back.

      “You want me to bust some moves?!”

      She smiled as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “No, Quincy, I want you to use your powers to defeat him!”

      I sucked in a breath and heaved myself up at the same moment that the Barrister flung his gavel directly at us.

      The gavel spun forward as time and sound seemed to slow as if frozen in a snapshot.

      This happened all the time when I was “summoning” by the way, when I was reaching way down deep inside myself to call upon whatever strange and powerful forces I’d been blessed with (or cursed with, depending on your POV).

      Sounds muted, but the colors all around me suddenly became brighter. The air shimmered with iridescent color and then assumed a glassy, almost liquid-like quality. My line of sight was fringed with chromatic aberrations, and then I held up my arms as the air caught fire and—

      Wait!

      Hold on a second.

      At this point, you likely have a shitload of questions, starting with who am I,

      how did I come to find myself next to a smoking-hot chick like Aurora, and did I just set the friggin’ air on fire? I mean … seriously?

      In the interest of clarity, it’s probably best if I take a step back and explain how it all started. I realize almost all of what I’m going to tell you is hard to believe, but if I were you, I’d follow along anyway.

      For starters, it’s a pretty righteous story, but more importantly, as crazy as it sounds, your life might depend on it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Life is a helluva lot easier to live when your eyes are closed. Okay, I’m paraphrasing a line from the old classic rock song “Strawberry Fields,” but that doesn’t make it any less true. In my experience, the vast majority of people stumble around, consumed with their crappy everyday lives, never realizing that most of the world is beyond their perception.

      What I mean is, there’s a whole other world of sights and sounds and smells that most living things, particularly humans, simply can’t sense. For instance, animals can see ultraviolet light that people can’t, plants and insects can smell complex odors that they use to communicate, and powerful electromagnetic fields exist that only a handful of creatures know about and use for energy and guidance. The inability to perceive the wonders of the real world means most of us are figuratively deaf and blind, feeling an occasional rumble or a gust of wind and that’s about it.

      I say ‘most’ because there are certain people who are aware of these unseen things.

      Some of these people are good.

      Some of them are very bad.

      I should know because I’m one of them.

      One of the good ones that is.

      Now is probably the right time to introduce myself.  My name is Quincy Xavier Fletcher and until three days ago, I was a few years shy of my twenty-sixth birthday, a mild, unassuming security guard—which I know is a little disconcerting, because it sounds like the thing you hear after they catch a serial killer and they interview the killer’s neighbor on the news (“he was such a mild, unassuming young man!”)

      I might occasionally be a little off, but I’m totally not a serial killer, and I used to be mild and unassuming (I swear!) until the day Aurora showed up.

      It’s a cliché, but the day she entered my life had started off like any other…
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      I woke a little after two in the afternoon, roused by the sounds of my two roommates, Harker and Renfro, hooting and hollering as they prepared to throw their usual mid-day bash in the crappy little den of inequity we called home.

      I rolled off the cot in my room and stared at my four metal walls. I suppose you could’ve called the place an “apartment,” but that would be seriously misleading, because the four-room flophouse we shared was actually two metal boxes grafted together, a pair of cargo containers plopped down between hundreds of others in the middle of a new kind of urban housing development called a “CHU Farm.”

      A CHU Farm is a cluster of climate-controlled containerized housing units, hundreds, sometimes thousands of them yoked together horizontally and vertically, that became popular ten years back, around the late 2030s, when an urban housing shortage coincided with the introduction of the UBI, universal basic income.

      The quick and dirty on UBI is that the rise in automation (machines, artificial intelligence, etc.) meant that shitloads of workers, blue-collar, white-collar, upturned collar, whatever fucking collar you had, were out on their asses. We’re talking upwards of ninety-percent of the working-age population was without work. When faced with this crisis, what did the government do? Did it roll up its ginormous sleeves and try and discover new sources of employment?

      Hells no.

      Not even close.

      It simply conjured up a new way to pay people off.

      A monthly payment (“net-value stipend” was the preferred euphemism), that ranged between $1300 and $2089, depending on a number of factors.

      Here’s the kicker though.

      You were still required to submit responses to a government employment test. If you scored high enough, you had a shot at securing a plum job stacking boxes at an Amazon fulfillment center or greasing down the friggin’ ‘bots that took all the jobs in the first place.

      My roomies, Harker and Renfro, intentionally flunked the test because they, like most folks, preferred UBI over real work.

      Wouldn’t you know that my dumb ass took the test after sniffing some glue and shotgunning several beers. I ended up getting such a high score (no pun intended) that I was given a job on the early night shift at a tech company called Pythia.

      Guess what my pay was?

      About five hundred bucks a month less than what Harker and Renfro were getting for sitting on their asses.

      A fist pounded on my bedroom door. “You still alive in there, Quincy?” Harker shouted.

      “I’m up,” I yelled back.

      “Good,” Harker replied. “Cause the ladies want you to do your thang.”

      I groaned and grabbed my Pythia security guard uniform off a nearby chair, blue slacks and a blue, short-sleeved shirt with a nameplate (which read “Quincy X. Fletch”) pinned to the front, along with my security card, and a pair of earbuds.

      My reflection greeted me from a mirror pinned to the back of the door. Yawning, I ran a hand through my dark, unruly locks, and massaged a face that hadn’t had a good shave in several days. I did a “most muscular” pose which only served to accentuate how perfectly ordinary I was. Sighing, I eased my five-foot ten-inch, hundred and eighty-pound body into the slacks and shirt, and exited the room.

      Harker and Renfro were waiting for me in what passed for our living room. A TV was on in the background showing a live-feed from a top-rated reality show called “Snuffed,” a program that involved people hunting other people in real time.

      The guys were seated on the floor in front of a glass table, their girlfriends Jen and Molly flanking them. There were four shots of booze lined up on the table, along with a huge battery that was connected to the wall by a long, white cord.

      Jen, the long-limbed, prettier of the two ladies, clapped her hands as I strode forward. “It’s the energizer!” she shouted.

      “Battery Man!” Harker bellowed, pumping a fist. “Battery Man is in the house!”

      Renfro grinned hugely and flipped a switch on the battery.

      A red light flashed green and the battery hummed.

      My gaze hopped from the battery to Renfro. “Seriously?”

      “C’mon, Quincy. One quickie. The girls dig it and besides, this is what you do,” he said.

      I shook my head. “There is no way in hell I’m doing this.”

      “Pretty please, Q-man,” Jen said, leaning up so that I could snatch a peek at her beautifully augmented breasts which were visible inside her tight, low-necked shirt.

      I peered into Jen’s unnervingly blue eyes and studied her bright, passionate mouth. Her eyelids batted like the wings on a moth, and for a moment, at least in my mind’s eye, we were whisked away from the shitty little cargo container.

      We were at another place, at another time, alone at the edge of a beach with bone-white sand. Jen was running up into one of those resort huts with the thatched roofs, and I was chasing after her. I made it through the front door of the hut to find some old-school R&B music thumping, Jen ready to greet me in nothing more than a black G-string.

      Before I knew what was happening, our tanned, toned bodies were joined. Jen’s tangled hair swept across my chest and we kissed hungrily as the music throbbed and she slid her hand down my thigh.

      Moving to the sound of the music, I felt ecstatic and free, really free for the first time in my life. There was no time or concerns or fears, there was just the two of us, my hands exploring the contours of her body, tasting the hint of salt water around her swollen nipples. She moaned and pulled my shorts down and took me in her mouth.

      I smacked her round ass as I pulled her back to her feet, and she rocked back and forth against me before we retreated to a nearby couch. She bit my ear and told me she needed me inside of her. I leaned back and she straddled me and then and I went to work, thrusting rhythmically into her, listening to the slap of flesh against flesh, fucking at a furious pace, nearly reaching a climax before—

      WHAM!

      My vision, my dream, my delusion, whatever the hell you want to call it, ended.

      Just like that.

      Only I was still caught up in the moment which meant, yep, I was thrusting at the air.

      “Holy–what the fuck is that, Quincy?” Harker asked.

      I shook off my shock and tried to hide my erection as the girls sniggered, and I tried to play it off. “Sorry, guys, I zoned there for a sec.”

      “You’re losing it, bro,” Renfro said, tapping a finger to his head. “Pretty soon you’re gonna be in a rubber room putting puzzles together.”

      Jen swatted at Renfro, and I realized I needed to do something to change the vibe in the room. Quick as a reflex, I stuck my finger into an opening on the battery. This got everyone’s attention.

      My body jolted.

      A warm current snaked through my finger and up my arm, causing the tiny hairs on the back of my neck to stand at attention.

      It was enough electricity to kill the average guy.

      The others gasped.

      I yawned again.

      I probably forgot to mention this before, but I’m not entirely an average guy (and not only because of my periodic, vivid sexual daydreams). Besides a name, the one thing my old man apparently gifted me was a genetic disorder (thanks, pops!) the ability to be a “conductor,” a “heater,” an accumulator of electricity.

      You know how I knew I had the “gift?”

      I was struck by lightning.

      I was ten years old, playing right field for my baseball team when I spotted the first spoke of lightning in the distance. The team scattered and me being a certified dumbass, took shelter under a tree. Suffice to say, things got hot really quickly. I’m talking fifty-thousand degrees hot, which is five times hotter than the surface of the sun. That’s the temperature of the surrounding air after it’s been heated by a lightning strike.

      Anyway, a bolt crashed down, tracing the trunk of the tree like water coursing down a gutter. I looked up and I was kissed by a cone of white light. Ninety-percent of people struck by lightning survive, but they’re physically fucked up. Some lose limbs, others get badly burned, and still more are forever tattooed with a pattern of tree branch-like scars that trace the path the electricity took as it traveled over their bodies.

      I didn’t suffer physically at all.

      Nope, my shoes didn’t even get blown off because somehow, some way, I was able to harness the energy and expel it out of my hands like some kind of twisted magician.

      I did piss my pants as a result of the whole thing, but otherwise, I was no worse for wear.

      There are others out there like me, and you’ve probably seen some of them performing all kinds of crazy tricks on the internet. There’s the dude in India who can power up light bulbs and blenders by grabbing live wires, and another whack-job in Serbia who cooks food by redirecting energy from an electrical box into his stove-top. What would cause the organs and hearts of most people to fail, doesn’t faze me. Basically, I’ve got the ability to store electricity in my body and then release it.

      But here’s the thing. I can’t really control the electricity which just seems to get sucked down into my body and then vomited back out.

      I squinted and swung my hand down and ran it over the top of the four shots of booze, little wisps of electricity shooting from my fingertips as—

      WHOOSH!

      The shots caught fire!

      The girls squealed with delight, and then the four of them smothered the flames and downed the shots. Jen shot to her feet again and kissed me on the cheek, which was a tad surprising since I’d been fucking the air moments earlier. “You’re so awesome, Quincy,” she whispered. “You’re so…super cute.”

      

      My guts seized at the word “cute.”

      Argh!

      I would’ve preferred a kick to the nuts or an ice pick to the neck.

      “Cute,” a word that I’d heard far too many times in my short life, was a puppy dog, or your kid brother, or the little old man with the high-waisted pants that you see waving at you from the bus stop. Cute was absolutely, positively, not the thing you wanted to hear from a woman who possessed many of the qualities prized by the superficial male of the species.

      I summoned up a smile for Jen. “Thanks.”

      Harker rose and threw a hand around me, mussing my hair. “Our boy Quincy here sure has some serious, mystical powers, don’t he?”

      “Too bad they haven’t done him any good!” Renfro said, barking a nasty laugh.

      I wanted to respond.

      If truth be told, I wanted to go Drew Barrymore on Renfro and set him on fire, but I didn’t.

      I just grabbed my shit and waved goodbye to the slackers and headed outside.
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