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      Trapped in a magical 25th hour, an elite cop joins a team of beautiful, mystical creatures to save the world from the lord of darkness.

      

      Overview

      What would you do if you found out there was a 25th hour?

      A time when all the rules of the physical world you’ve always known slip away, allowing the things that live in the shadows to come out and play?

      Kai Laughlin, an elite law enforcement diver, discovers the truth about the liminal hour after rescuing a beautiful, enigmatic woman named Celine from a harbor. Saving her life is only the beginning, however, as Kai discovers that Celine is being hunted by a race of mythological creatures that want what she has: parts of a machine called the Numinous that regulates the delicate balance between light and dark; this world and the next.

      Going on the run, Kai is forced to discover powers he never knew he had, develop a harem of sexy women, and team up with mythological creatures, and a potty-mouthed mage in the body of a cat in order to help Celine and her friends defeat the lord of darkness and save the world.

      Questions you might have:

      Will there be a cool story with lots of fantastical beasts like elves, selkies, sexy kitsune, hundred-handed Hecatoncheires, and all kinds of crazy action?  Check!

      Will there be hot mythological women and monster girls? Check, check!

      Will there be spicy times involving our hero and said women?  Damn straight!

      If you’re a harem junkie or a fan of movies like BRIGHT and NATIONAL TREASURE, reimagined by Cinemax of course, then this is for you!  Pick it up today!

      WARNING:  I’m not a huge fan of fades to black, so would it surprise you to learn that this book’s intended for those over the age of 18 who like over-the-top action, hot warrior women and monster girls, cool snarky characters, and lots of haremy (yes, that’s a real word) adult situations? Probably not, so if you like those things, and I’m guessing you do, get ready for Liminal (A Company of Monsters - Book 1).
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      Ever wondered how long it takes a human body to fall from a ten-story building into a river? Of course you haven't, because you're not insane.

      Two point five seconds, by the way.

      That’s how long it takes an average 160-pound male to drop a hundred feet, which meant that the guy next to me on the side of the building—a rotund, middle-aged businessman I’d nicknamed Pasty Dude—would probably be splashing down in two point three seconds, maybe a hair less.

      My name’s Kai Laughlin and you’re probably wondering how the hell I found myself teetering on a window ledge, peering down the façade of the venerable Alex Haversham Building.

      I’m a diver by trade, one of forty members of an elite dive team called Havoc 1, a sub-unit of the city’s Harbor Patrol. The desk jockeys call us Slurpers, mainly because we spend our time underwater or out on boats, patrolling two hundred miles of navigable waterways and another fifty miles of sewers and conduit. It’s a rough trade, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Most of my days are spent dredging bodies up out of the muck on the bottom of the city’s main river, but occasionally I get a chance to save somebody before they become chum.

      Enter Pasty Dude.

      On the morning in question, the day I first glimpsed Celine, I was heading down to the Candy Store, the windowless warehouse near the docks that Havoc 1 calls home, when I got the call.

      Seems there was a hedge fund honcho eager to take a short walk off a tall building.

      Being only two blocks away, yours truly was asked to talk him down.

      Lucky me.

      I say that because the Haversham Building is a rickety, spire-like structure built at the tail end of the nineteenth century, and looks down over a portion of the river that varies between twenty and seven feet in depth depending on the tide. Moreover, due to its age, its roof leaks, its windows stick, and the ledges outside of said windows are only eighteen inches wide, which was an issue since Pasty Dude had an ample midsection.

      “Here’s the dealio, friend,” I said, easing out onto the ledge, the window slamming shut behind me. A gush of wind bounced off the river, tickling the thick stubble on my face, whipping my unruly golden locks back and forth.

      Pasty Dude clutched a black attaché case tight to his chest like a life preserver. He wiped a few pearls of sweat from his forehead. “W-who are y-you?”

      “A cop.”

      “My name’s—”

      I waved a hand. “I don’t want to know your name.”

      He flung a look at me. “Isn’t that…you don’t?”

      I shook my head. "When you give a name, you create a bond, and I don't want to create any of those since the odds are neither one of us is going to live through this."

      A baffled look splashed his face. “But you…is this the proper protocol?”

      “The moment you stepped out of that window the protocol went away, amigo. It’s just you and me now. We’re kinda in uncharted territory.”

      “Who are you, really?”

      “A guy who usually pulls people like you out of that,” I replied, pointing to the river.

      “You’re really a cop?”

      “Think of me as Aquaman with a badge.”

      His lip quivered. “I don’t care because I’m jumping.”

      I wagged a finger, noticing that the ledge was slicked with algae or pigeon shit—I couldn't tell which—giving it the texture of polished ice. "Don't let me get in your way. Of course, I should mention that in my experience, the people who say they're jumping rarely do the deed."

      “Well, I am. Don’t try and stop me.”

      "Oh, believe me, I won't."

      His expressed hardened. “What kind of police are you?”

      “The kind that needs you to make sure you aim for the river when you jump. Taxpayers

      shouldn’t have to mop up what’s left of you if you miss that target.”

      “You’re an asshole,” Pasty Dude hissed.

      “I get that a lot. Now. Are you ready?”

      “Ready for what?”

      “Well, given the wind currents, our weight, and the coefficient of friction on our little ledge here, it's pretty much a given that we're both gonna fall. It's just science."

      Pasty Dude’s eyes widened. “You’re insane.”

      “Now you sound like my psychiatrist.”

      “I want out of here—”

      “Exactly!” I replied, pointing down.

      “I don’t mean that!” Pasty Dude said, stabbing a finger at me. “I mean I want off this ledge and away from you!”

      I grinned because the first step in talking someone down from a building is breaking through, snapping them back into reality. The specter of death often calls attention to the beauty of life, at least in my experience, so it was a very good sign that Pasty Dude was aware of his surroundings and eager to get the hell off the ledge. Of course, that’s when he took a step and I noticed he was wearing a pair of spiffy wingtips.

      His expensive shoes slid across the ledge and his bulk carried him sideways. Before I knew what was happening, he’d latched onto my wrist and we were falling off the building, our bodies tangled up like lovers. Luckily, I was able to grab his cannonball gut and pull him toward me.

      Two seconds, if you were wondering. That’s all it took for us to touch the water. We barely missed a pier and splashed into the river, feet-first.

      I'm used to cold. I grew up swimming in Lake Michigan just outside Glen Arbor, but the icy water sucker-punched me, causing every neuron in my body to figuratively flip me the bird all at once.

      Pasty Dude instantly went into shock.

      He sank like a lead weight in a three-piece suit.

      Luckily, I can hold my breath like nobody’s business so I kicked my feet and shot down after him. Visibility was down to four or five feet, but I saw a shadowy outline and reached out, grabbing the big man’s wrist as he burbled, mouth open, sucking down water. My feet hit a rock and I pushed us up, and that’s when I saw it.

      Saw her.

      A woman, crouching on the bottom of the river.

      I’d call her beautiful, but that’s a lazy word and just doesn’t do her justice. She was mesmerizing, ethereal, like some river goddess plucked out of a fairy tale book, her long mane of black hair spilling out behind her head as she sat there watching us.

      There was a flash of silver as something slipped from the woman’s hand. She mouthed something and kicked her legs.

      I blinked, and when I looked back she was gone.

      Realizing there were only a few seconds left, I scissored my legs and propelled us up toward the light.

      We breached the surface and Pasty Dude upchucked a mouthful of water, clutching me like an infant as I swam us back to shore while onlookers waved their arms and cheered.

      My older dive buddy and long-suffering partner Briggs was the first one to greet us, wading into the water in his wet suit. “You’re not even on the goddamn clock yet and you’re saving lives.”

      We both helped Pasty Dude up out of the water. “That’s called dedication,” I said.

      “That’s called making the rest of us look bad, ya bastard,” Briggs answered with a sly smile.

      A group of EMTs rushed over and bundled Pasty Dude in a blanket. His teeth were chattering, but I could tell he’d had a full change of heart. Falling out of a twenty-story building tends to do that to you. “T-thank you,” he muttered.

      “You’ve been given a rare gift,” I replied. “Make it count.”

      “Bill Ryker, that’s my name.”

      “Kai Laughlin,” I said.

      I was surprised when he gave me a hug, whispering in my ear, “Did you see her? The woman in the water?”

      Thrown by this, I hesitated, then shook my head and lied. “I didn’t see anything, Bill.”

      Truth is, I didn’t want to see anything down there because I’ve been seeing weird shit most of my life. Shadows that seem alive, disembodied faces, inanimate objects that appear to move.

      I’ve seen two people about my “condition:” a fortune teller and a shrink. The fortune teller told me I had a thin boundary and one foot on the other side, whatever the hell that means, and the shrink said I suffered from a kind of delayed PTSD on account of pulling so many jumpers out of the river. I don’t know who’s right, but the fortune teller’s cheaper and has a nice smile, so I try and see her at least once a month.

      Either way, I’d convinced myself I hadn’t really seen a woman down in the water. Bill Ryker nodded and headed toward an ambulance as the onlookers wished us well and dispersed.

      Briggs draped a blanket over my shoulders. “Next time you decide to go for a swim, remember to bring your gear, tough guy.”

      “There’s a special kind of feeling you get free-diving, Briggs.”

      Briggs nodded. “It’s called hypothermia.”

      We shared a laugh and trudged back up to a waiting tactical van, but I couldn’t shake the image of that woman. I turned and looked back at the river a final time, but nothing stirred.
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      Later that day, I joined the rest of our team for a debrief at the Candy Store. Since there are only forty Slurpers out of a citywide police force of thirty thousand, we're a pretty tight unit, basically like one big, dysfunctional family with shit-tons of scuba gear.

      Half of us patrol the water for jumpers and search for materials related to crimes, while the other half protects the city from the bad guys, constantly checking bridges and landmarks, working to thwart potential terrorist attacks and whatnot.

      I’m one of the heads of our river jumper team which means I’ve got to lug around ninety pounds of equipment, including a really cool heads-up display on my mask that’s synched to a sonar device, which is an absolute necessity since visibility in the river is usually down to only a few feet depending on conditions.

      The debrief over, Briggs and I headed out on one of the unit’s eight boats, a forty-foot fast craft we often used for afternoon sweeps. The boat bobbed in the middle of the river as we unfurled a length of mesh tethered to metal straps that we dropped into the river behind the boat.

      “Is this absolutely necessary?” I asked.

      Briggs nodded. “We’ve been asked to drag the river with extreme prejudice on account of another robbery last night.”

      “Jesus,” I replied, wondering if we might dredge up the girl I thought I saw. “There was another one?”

      “Don’t you read the paper, Locks?” Briggs asked, using the nickname he’d created for me.

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “Cause I’m not a hundred like you,” I replied, grinning. “Everything I need to know I get on my phone.”

      “Fucking millennials,” Briggs grumbled, dropping the mesh into the water. “Anyway, the perps hit another museum—”

      “Which one?”

      “One owned by that billionaire.”

      “Haven Barlow?”

      Briggs nodded.

      “The noted philanthropist.”

      “Philanthropist is just a fancy word for douchebag,” Briggs said.

      “The dude could buy and sell both of us…”

      “Doesn’t make him any less of a prick.”

      I smiled. He continued, "It was the museum that's got all the crap Barlow donated, those Pre-Meso-American exhibits or whatever they're called. The weirdest part is that they only stole one item but got spooked during the getaway and may or may not have discarded it in the river."

      I glanced at the mesh lowering into the soupy water. “Hence us.”

      Briggs sighed. “Hence us.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We dragged the river for an hour but didn't find the stolen item or the girl. After we docked, Briggs gave me the rest of the day off so I grabbed my backpack and headed home, strolling back to my third-floor walk-up in a formerly wounded part of the city that was now under siege by hipsters and people who enjoy paying ten bucks for a cup of fucking coffee.

      There was a nice breeze blowing in from the water and the sun dropped like a blood orange over the horizon, casting everything in an amber-colored light.

      Cutting down a side street, I shuffled past the city's largest library. Peripheral movement caught my eye.

      Stopping, I looked sideways and caught a glimpse of movement from one of the two lion statues standing watch near the library's front steps. The thing seemed to be licking its lips.

      My head dipped and when I looked back up it wasn’t moving. Spooked, I hustled on, threading across a plaza bounded by a small park and an immense sweep of apartment buildings.

      I kept my head down but couldn't help noticing the statue of the Greek Titan on the other side of the plaza. The bronze figure of Prometheus clutched a bolt of lightning and stood amidst a smattering of other historical soldiers and mythological figures: two Greek hoplites carrying a spear called a dory, a Roman legionary with a short sword, a cyclops, a minotaur, and two harpies.

      They were part of a display called Warriors and Monsters: Terrors and Wonders, and had been provided by several world-famous sculptors and financially supported by Haven Barlow, the city’s wealthiest person. Even though Briggs was probably right about Barlow being a supreme asshole, the guy helped prop up much of the city’s artist community. I figured that had to count for something.

      Whether it was a play of light or my imagination, Prometheus winked at me.

      Did I mention before that I see things?

      Yep, it was one of those days. I dashed across the plaza, slaloming between tourists and commuters, only hazarding just enough looks to make sure I didn’t collide with anyone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I breezed toward my apartment building and spotted Mrs. Krishack, a kind but nosy older lady who ran the bodega downstairs and was forever trying to set me up with one of her daughter’s friends. She offered me a huge smile and tucked a cigar in my pocket along with a small orange, something she said was done back in the old country as a sign of good luck.

      “You need to find yourself a nice girl to settle down with, Kai,” Mrs. Krishack said.

      “I settle down with a nice girl almost every night,” I replied with a sly smile.

      She blushed and wagged a finger at me like I was a naughty boy. Heading upstairs, I entered my efficiency which was just the way I liked it: deserted. The place was modest and unadorned and most importantly, there were no ghosts, no jumpers, and no statues coming to life. Just me and a few cold ones and "Da-sickest," my Fortnite alter ego slash gamertag. I leaned back, peering up at the flatscreen as I landed at Tilted Towers, looking to snag some loot and kick some ass.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I snoozed for several hours but woke well after midnight, which happens when you’ve got a job like mine. The ebb and flow of adrenaline and the constant hypervigilance, not to mention the challenging conditions, often make it difficult to sleep through the night. I’ve always found swimming and running to be a tonic for insomnia, and when I’m unable to catch enough rack-time, I like to go for a run.

      The streets were deserted that night, just a few stragglers emerging from a row of after-hours watering holes down by the river as I galloped past. I was dressed in shorts and one of those pricey shirts that’s supposed to magically wick sweat away.

      Shooting down an alley, I blitzed across an intersection, straying from the shadows, darting between pockets of moonlight, sending my Fitbit into overdrive.

      I’d spent so much of the last three years as a Slurper exploring every nook and cranny of the city, both aboveground and below, that I had a sixth sense about which path to take. Somehow, deep in the backwaters of my mind, I knew which alley might be blocked this time of night, which street might be heavy with garbage cans, which sewer might be overflowing after a strong rain.

      I hooked a right near the All Hallows Church—the oldest house of worship in the city, a sprawling gothic structure of stained glass and stone—jogging down a sidestreet and making excellent time, getting close to setting a new personal record.

      Heart hammering in my chest, I accelerated, dropping into what Briggs said was my alpha zone: the moment where my mental and physical state merged to optimize my performance.

      Time and sound seemed to slow, and I’d blocked out all extraneous sounds.

      The only thing I was focused on was the endpoint.

      A pier that was visible up ahead.

      I was going to bound to the end of that pier and check my time and then I’d—

      A muffled scream suddenly ripped the night.

      Shadowy forms shambled out of a doorway, carrying something that was flailing, fighting for its life.

      I was twenty yards away, but I could see that the shadowy forms were three men roughly hauling a figure out of a building.

      I had to be seeing things because one of the men appeared to have several sinuous tentacles sprouting from his back.

      Partially concealed in the darkness, the trio dropped an immense crate of some kind on the ground, opened it and shoved the figure inside. Then they rolled it down to the pier and flung it into the water.

      Instinct took over as I dashed down a side artery I knew well, circumventing the goons and making for a ramp on the backside of a structure that housed a seafood canning company.

      Realizing I didn’t have much time, I flew down the narrow strip of blacktop, hit the edge of the ramp and went airborne, diving into the river.

      The water was frigid, briny, and black as pitch.

      My gaze swung to the left. I didn’t see the three men, but I did see what they’d tossed into the water.

      An egg-shaped container that was quickly taking on water.

      I swam forward as the container turned over one time, the woman inside letting out a gasp before it disappeared under the waves.

      I went under, diving like a submarine, angling my body to intercept the container.

      Under normal circumstances, I’d use a jackstay, a fifty-foot long line weighted down with blocks to help me pick my way along the bottom of the river, but I didn’t have one so I’d have to free-dive.

      Visibility was nil, so I had to rely on my instincts, realizing that whoever was inside the container had eight or ten seconds to live, maybe less.

      Frog-kicking, I sliced down while throwing out my hands, but couldn’t feel anything.

      One of the old principles of diving is, “when in doubt follow the bubbles,” and that’s what I did.

      I spotted some bubbles and dove toward them, and there it was.

      The container.

      Bringing my hands together, I kicked my feet again and cut through the water, slapping my hands against the outside of the container.

      It was smooth, but I found something, a joint, the section where the two halves of the container snapped together.

      Jamming my fingers into the joint, I grunted, tasting the river water, and tugged the container back up toward the surface.

      In seconds I was able to manhandle the thing back up and breach the surface, swimming behind the container as I pushed it back to shore.

      Stumbling onto a sweep of rocks, I pulled the container onto dry land, worried that whoever had chucked the thing into the water might still be around.

      All was quiet as I slid my hand down through the joint and popped the container open to reveal a figure.

      A woman.

      The very same woman I saw earlier on the bottom of the river.
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      Her dark hair was soaked, concealing her face, but it was her just the same.

      An ordinary person would’ve freaked because it didn’t look like she was breathing. Then I brushed back a lock of hair from her long, swanlike neck and she reacted, spitting out water, trembling, but never opening her eyes. She just lay there curled up in a fetal ball, a tiny thing, barely five feet tall.

      I didn’t have my phone on me, but luckily we were close to the Candy Shop so I hoisted her up and stagger-ran, eying the road ahead warily for any sign of the thugs who’d tossed her into the river.

      Upon entering the Candy Shop, I upped the thermostat and moved past the secure steel lockers where we kept our weapons and gear, searching for a blanket.

      I grabbed one out of a back bin, fetched a glass and filled it with warm water from the sink.

      The first thing you do to combat hypothermia is take a person’s clothes off. I hesitated, worrying that it might come back to bite me in the ass, but it was my job so I peeled off her shirt and pants to reveal a kind of waterproof membrane underneath.

      The membrane was black, skintight, and ran from the base of her neck to her ankles. It resembled a wet suit, only it was paper thin and seemingly made of a material that mimicked fur. It also seemed to wick water away, so I left it on and shrouded her body with the blanket.

      Her breathing was normal so I didn’t do anything else for treatment. I clicked on a faraway light and sat on a chair next to her. Like I said, her joints were tiny and her frame slight, but the bellies of her arm and leg muscles were vascular and full like a gymnast’s, and her breasts were surprisingly large, barely contained by the membrane.

      I hadn’t noticed it while we were outside because of the moonlight, but her ears were strangely shaped and angled at the end. Not quite something an elf would have, but pretty damn close. And below them were a series of slash marks, what almost looked like tiny gills. I assumed they were tribal tattoos and that maybe she was part of some transgressive group, a clique that went around getting inked to look like mythological creatures. I reached a finger down to touch the gills when—

      WHAM!

      Her hand snapped out and wrapped around my wrist, then released it.

      I flinched and fell from the chair.

      She didn’t move, but her eyes slid open.

      Her yellowish green eyes.

      “What the fark are you doing?” she asked in a soft, vaguely-accented voice.

      I was startled. “What? You just said ‘fark.’”

      “Did you not hear the full question?”

      “Sure, yeah, I was saving your life.”

      Her eyes rotated slowly. “Where am I?”

      “The Candy Shop.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Kai Laughlin. I’m a cop, a member of the Harbor Patrol. Who are you?”

      “Celine,” she whispered.

      “Last name.”

      “Whatever you want it to be.”

      “Okay…so, who were those men back there?”

      She was silent. I stood and looked down at her. “Did you hear me?”

      She nodded. “They work for the Yarrow.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      I chalked her response up to the after-effects of the water. She was likely still dizzy, still in shock. I knew what I needed to do. “Once you’re warmed up I’m gonna take you to the hospital,” I said.

      “What time is it?” she asked.

      I glanced at the clock on a nearby microwave. “Three in the morning.”

      “What time precisely,” she asked, some heat in her voice.

      “Three forty-eight.”

      “Then we have but twelve minutes of time left.”

      “Until what?”

      She fixed a strange look on me. “The liminal hour.”

      In any other situation, I would've laughed, but it was no laughing matter for two reasons: a crime had been committed, and the victim of said crime was in bad shape. Hypothermia has a way of playing tricks on a body and can cause confusion, memory loss, and slurred speech.

      “Look, Celine, I don’t know what you’re involved with, but I’ve got protocol and procedure to follow, so I absolutely have to get you to a—”

      She rocked herself into a standing position and silenced me with a wave of her hand. “I need to go back to the river.”

      “Are you crazy? You’re not in any condition to go anywhere.”

      She made a move toward the front door. My hand found her shoulder, but she brushed me aside. I outweighed her by nearly a hundred pounds, but the girl moved me with three of her fingers like I was a child.

      “You want me to arrest you?!” I shouted, even as I wondered whether that would be physically possible.

      She turned and pinned me with a look. “What does that mean?”

      “Take you into custody for observation.”

      “I don’t have time for any of that. I have to go into the water.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I need the moisture and…I was looking for something.”

      It suddenly dawned on me. A mysterious “gone girl” of sorts who’s tossed into a river by a group of strange goons, yet still searching for something the night after the museum was robbed. Silent alarm bells suddenly started going off.

      “You’re part of the team that robbed the museum aren’t you?” I asked, glancing around for a set of handcuffs.

      Her face fell. “You don’t understand.”

      At that moment, I fell back on some of my police training. I’d gone to an elective class on examining witnesses taught by some shady defense lawyer my first year on the force, and learned that you have to always follow what he called the QTIP Corollary. When questioning someone, Quit. Taking. It. Personally. QTIP.

      You’ve got to master that at a Zen level because not only does it put you at ease, it helps to smoke out whether the other person is defensive. After all, if you feel defensive you’ll appear defensive, and what kind of people are defensive? Guilty people.

      “Can you please answer the question, Celine,” I said in my best calm, clear voice.

      “I don’t have to answer any of your questions.”

      “Better to answer them here than downtown.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m trying to help you out, here.”

      “That’s not responsive to my question,” she said.

      My face flushed and I kept repeating QTIP, QTIP, QTIP, as she spun and reached for the door. I lurched toward her, grabbing her shoulder.

      She didn’t even turn, she just pulled out of my grip and the force of her movement flung me back on my ass.

      Before I could torque myself up, she was out the front door, vanishing into the night. “Hey! What about your clothes?”

      Grabbing her clothes, I took off outside, listening to the pitter-patter of her footfalls. She was making for the water and I was hellbent on making sure she never reached it.

      I threw myself forward, trying to keep pace with her as she zigged and zagged down the alleys that lay between the buildings near the water’s edge.

      Moving briskly, I ducked down a side street, anticipating where she might try to reach the river. Galloping to the end of the street, I juked across a partially hidden cut-through and skidded to a stop at an alley.

      My back was to the water and Celine was in front of me, standing in the middle of the alley, her breath visible in the cold night air.

      “You’re under arrest,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure how I was going to take her into custody.

      She didn’t respond for several seconds. Then a bell rang, some far-off note from a church that signaled it was four in the morning.

      Celine smiled and began moving toward me.

      Her grin slipped away as she stopped ten feet from me.

      “How are you doing it?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “How are you hearing the words I’m speaking?”

      “Enough, okay? It’s time to come down off the drugs and come with me. I can get you help.”

      “I can’t. You and the other man interrupted me yesterday. You made me drop what I came for and now I have to find it in the river.”

      “You’re nuts,” I said, squaring my shoulders, preparing to tackle her if need be. I didn’t have to wait long. She dropped low and ran directly at me, knocking me to the ground as—

      WHOOSH!

      An immense shadow blasted past the spot where I’d been standing. We hit the ground together and I caught sight of something flapping off into the sky.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked.

      She ran to the edge of the river and looked into it, shaking her head. Then she returned, grasped my arm, and pulled me up and in close. “Would you like to survive the night?”

      I nodded. “Then keep your head down,” she said firmly. “Follow me, fast, and try not to ask any questions. Is that clear?”

      Another nod from me and then Celine darted back down the alley as I followed, emerging out onto a street corner. That’s when I saw it.

      Passing like an eclipse in front of me.

      My very first actual monster.
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      The creature shambling down the street was the size of a large SUV.

      Its head was barely larger than a softball, located in the middle of a torso which was kept aloft by eight segmented legs that ticked and clicked as it maneuvered by.

      I opened my mouth to scream and she covered it with her hand. I forced my eyes shut, thinking the whole thing must be a hallucination. Maybe the shrink I’d seen had been right, perhaps I was suffering the effects of some horrible mental illness and had finally cracked. It was either that or maybe Celine had slipped me whatever drugs she was on.

      “Do not freak out when you open your eyes,” she whispered to me. “Most of them are no different than your people. The majority are good, some are bad, but most just want to mind their own business. Don’t assume they’re evil just because of the way they look.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      My eyes opened. It only got worse because there were tentacles emerging from a nearby sewer, beady-eyed squid-like things pulling themselves out of gutters and pipes, and beasts with screwed-up faces that beat the air with thin, leathery wings before roosting on the edges of buildings. The air filled with guttural moans and clucking noises.

      “Are you really seeing this?” she asked, removing her hand from my mouth.

      “Unfortunately,” I answered.

      Her face was ashen under the moonlight. “Shart.”

      “Did you just say ‘shart’?”

      She nodded. “Profanity is the last vestige of the inarticulate, so I’ve trained myself never to curse. And you shouldn’t be seeing any of this. Your kind is almost always incapable of experiencing the liminal hour.”

      “You’re still under arrest,” I replied.

      Her eyes flared like the tips on a pair of knives. “Put your arms around me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you stink.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      “You have an odor, Kai. A fragrance associated with mortals that the Good Folk can smell.”

      “And you don’t?”

      She raised her eyes to me, an enigmatic look stamped on her face. “Haven’t you guessed it already? I’m not like you.”

      “What are you?”

      Her eyes widened. “Mouth closed, arms around me. Now.”

      “I thought you said most of them are good.”

      “Most are. But I need to protect you from the ones that aren’t.”

      I did as told, wrapping my arms around her tight, muscular frame. She told me her musk would conceal mine. When I asked why that was important, she said the situation was complicated.

      Understatement of the fucking century.

      I held my tongue and followed her, basically retracing the path I’d taken earlier in the day.

      We sidestepped several nightmarish creatures that were busy pulling themselves up the side of a building while a pair of fawn-like women were holding a conversation I couldn’t make out.

      Several paces later I heard the roar of a mighty animal and flinched as the two lions from outside the library bounded past, chasing each other. The big one that I’d imagined looking at me earlier stopped and turned his head in my direction. His nose lifted and he scented the air. Celine pulled me forward, telling me to double-time it.

      Suddenly, the ground began shaking. I turned to see the statue of Prometheus do a somersault, freed from his pedestal.

      Prometheus came up on the balls of his feet, roaring, swinging his lightning bolt like a quarterstaff, before executing a flip and showing off his muscles. Celine rolled her eyes. “He's such a self-centered ash-hole.”

      The plaza was thronged with figures of monsters, beasts, and statues from all corners of the city somehow come to life: gargoyles, a giant crab from the wharves, even the bull from down near the financial district. They were mingling in the middle of the city, whooping it up, and nobody else seemed to notice. There wasn't a light on and not a single human was in sight.

      We crossed the plaza and I guided us until we were outside my apartment building. Celine had her hands on her hips. Her color wasn’t good, and I was worried she was about to faint.

      “It’s the moisture,” she said, staring down at the membrane. “I’m drying out.”

      “You need to go to the hospital,” I said.

      “I’d rather die,” she replied.

      Realizing I had to find a safe place to figure out what the hell was going on, I motioned to my apartment. “We’re going up there.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Celine staggered through the front door, her beautiful face etched with worry. I removed a bottle of water from the fridge and she took it from my hand and poured it over her head and body.

      The water ran down her face and neck, sucked into the membrane.

      She slumped on the couch and raised a finger. "I need something stimulative, please."

      “Like what?”

      “Like that,” she said, pointing to the cheap cigar Mrs. Krishack had given me earlier.

      “You don’t curse, but you smoke?”

      She nodded. I handed her the cigar and a lighter before propping open a nearby window. Celine flared the lighter, lit the cigar and began puffing away. I handed over her clothes and she quickly climbed into them, although she remained barefoot.

      “The alkaloids are good for my peripheral blood vessels,” she whispered, expelling smoke like a chimney. “They help them constrict which conserves heat and moisture and allows me to expel things. Cigars are decent, cigarettes are better, especially menthol, but narcotics are the best.”

      “Narcotics?”

      “Yeah, drugs…”

      “I know what they are,” I replied.

      “Cocaine can be effective, but the very best stuff is lab-quality PCP. Do you happen to have any laying around?”

      “What? No, no…hell no…”

      “But you’re a mortal.”

      “I’m a cop.”

      “Yeah, a mortal cop, not a Boy Scout.”

      I just stared at her. "What did you mean before when you said ‘expel things?’” I asked.

      She held up her hand then vomited on the floor.

      “I meant that,” she replied. “Sorry, but I had to retrieve it.”

      She pointed, and that’s when I saw lying in the viscous liquid splashed on my floor…

      What looked like a thin bar of bronze in the shape of a human finger.

      “What is that?”

      “The Architus,” she replied, plucking up the bar before depositing it in a hip pocket. “I swallowed it before they found me.”

      “Who were they?”

      She waved her hand and resumed puffing away on the cigar. “I must go.”

      “Yeah, to a hospital.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why?”

      Her eyes ratcheted toward me. “Because I’m not like you.”

      “That’s right. You’re a woman,” I shot back.

      “I’m a little more than that,” she replied with a faint smile. “I’m a…selkie.”

      “What religion is that?” I asked after she repeated the word.

      She blew a circle of smoke. “It’s a genus, not a religion.”

      “Genius?”

      She ashed the cigar. “What kind of education does one have to have to become a cop?”

      I didn’t respond. She continued, “Selkie is a genus, the taxonomic rank used in the biological classification of living things. For instance, the red fox’s genus is Vulpes and the family is Canidae.”

      I was still in shock from everything I’d seen and wasn’t following as closely as I should’ve been. She waved a hand in front of my face. “Anybody home?”

      “I’m here,” I replied softly. “I’m just having issues with what you’re saying.”

      “Which parts?”

      “Um, everything,” I replied.

      She flicked the cigar out the window and breathed deeply, her ample bosom rising and falling as she inhaled. The color had returned to her skin and she looked more vibrant, energized and if truth be told, sexy as hell. I had no idea whether she was a woman, a selkie, or something else, but whatever she was, she was fine-looking.

      “Look, our talk’s been…interesting, Kai, and I do thank you for pulling me out of the river, but you need to forget about tonight.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s going to be impossible.”

      She turned to me. “What I meant is, if you don’t put me and everything you’ve seen and heard out of your mind—”

      “You’re still under arrest.”

      She waved a hand as if this was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. “If you persist, there’s a possibility they’ll come for you.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The things that serve the Yarrow.”

      “What’s a Yarrow?”

      She ignored my question, instead reaching over and pulling down a zipper on her outer garments to reveal a pocket, out of which she plucked a thin circle of golden wood. She placed the wood in the palm of her hand and blew on it.

      Somehow, the wood opened like the petals on a rose to reveal an intricately-carved device that resembled an orrery, a mechanical model of the solar system. I’d seen a similar device as a child in a museum, an ancient automaton it was called, but that one was made of metal and this one of wood with minute pins, wheels, and gears.

      My jaw dropped. "That's wood, isn't it? How is it doing that?"

      “How many hours are there in your day?” she asked, ignoring my question.

      “The same as in yours. Twenty-four.”

      She twirled a long, wand-like finger. “What if there was another hour?”

      I laughed, but her face was deadly serious. “Okay,” I offered. “Let’s say there was another hour.”

      “A liminal hour,” she continued, brooding, deep in contemplation. “A time where the veil is pulled back to reveal things which prefer to keep to the shadows.”

      I looked out the window and caught sight of a gargoyle swooping between the buildings. “You mean—”

      “Yes,” she said, cutting me off. “Time as you know it has stopped.”

      I cut my eyes to the digital clock on the kitchen microwave. It wasn’t blinking. Silently, I counted out sixty seconds and nothing. It was stuck.

      “Your kind thinks of time as linear, predictable, but that’s not true. Time has always stretched out or compressed, skipping a beat here and doubling back several beats there. What you saw outside was the twenty-fifth hour,” Celine continued. “Most of your machines, aside from the ones that tell time, continue to function, but the sixty minutes between your four and five a.m. is the time of torpor, a gap in perception, when most mortals are in a state of suspended animation and the shadow dwellers are permitted to walk the flatlands.”

      “But that’s impossible.”

      “Impossible things happen every day. Ever had a dream or a nightmare?”

      I nodded.

      “That’s a memory of something that happened during the liminal hour.”

      The orrery reconfigured itself, the wood folding and unfolding like a piece of origami. What I assumed was a small replica of the Earth split in half and then the wood beneath this reconfigured once again until it resembled a finely detailed piece of machinery with larger valves and cogwheels, like something out of a steampunk fever dream.

      The machinery cranked to life, powering the tiny wooden Earth which commenced rotating as Celine watched it all, staring at the carving as if it was an object of unparalleled beauty.

      “That’s the Numinous,” Celine said, looking at the machinery. “The cosmic engine some call it, a device that harnesses the universe’s invisible energy. Some say it always existed, others say it was built when the world was young. One of the secret paths that leads to it, for there are many scattered all over the world, is located somewhere under this very city.”

      ‘Shrooms, I thought. She must’ve taken a shitload of mushrooms or dropped some serious acid and somehow done the same to me. I’d seen it before back when I just joined the force and was walking a beat. A bunch of preppy kids downed a baggie of ‘shrooms and thought they were knights and elves battling it out in the city park. By the time we showed up, they were naked, using their penises to joust with one another.

      “What does it do?” I asked about the Numinous, playing along, reaching for my cellphone so I could call an ambulance…or the nearest psych hospital.

      She looked up. “The Numinous regulates the liminal hour, the temporal zone that lies betwixt and between darkness and light.”

      “How is that possible?” I asked.

      “I don’t know the particulars, I only know that’s what it does. But there’s a problem. The machine is breaking down. There are three auspicious pieces, the Adamas, Arondight, and Greysteil, hidden above and below ground that must be obtained if there is any hope of fixing it.”

      “The pieces are themselves an archetype. For instance, in Finnish mythology there is the Sampo or Sammas, a magical artifact forged by Ilmarinen that must be found to restore the kingdom.”

      I stared at her.

      “You don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you?”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      “Well, the Architus, that which I liberated from a museum, is a kind of tracker. It helps to locate the first auspicious piece. I was in the process of getting it to a colleague when you and the other man fell into the river and disturbed me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She stood. “There’s nothing to be sorry about, just forget everything I’ve told you.”

      I stood and she tried to move past me toward the front door. “I can’t let you leave.”

      “You don’t have a choice,” Celine replied. “I have a mission to complete. I have to find those three pieces before the Yarrow does.”

      She made a move to sidestep me. I seized her wrist and brought her in tight to my chest. Her body was warm, surprisingly so, and she didn't fight me initially. Then the muscles in her arms tensed and she pushed back with a strength that belied her size. I was worried that we were about to come to blows.

      That’s when I heard it.

      A knock at the door.

      Who the hell would be knocking at this hour? I thought.

      “Kai?” a woman’s voice said.

      It was Mrs. Krishack, the kindly old lady from downstairs.

      “It’s a trick,” Celine whispered.

      I shook my head. “I know who she is.”

      “Do not answer that door,” Celine said, some steel in her voice.

      If only I had listened to Celine, because as soon as I touched the doorknob the door burst from its hinges and in swayed Mrs. Krishack, her face twisted up in agony.

      I paused, then lifted a hand in a gesture of goodwill.

      And then the screaming started.
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      Mrs. Krishack shrieked and blew a cloud of orange dust over me before throwing a punch that caught me in the chest. The woman was pushing seventy, but the blow threw me off balance and I fell over a couch.

      I rose and threw up my hands. “Mrs. Krishack! What the hell?”

      She grinned demonically, her eyes glowing like two road flares. “What the fuck is that? You’ve got yourself a little whore in here,” the old lady said, stabbing a finger in Celine’s direction. “A little whore with a big mouth who’s been telling you things you shouldn’t be hearing.”

      “Fark me,” Celine said. “She’s possessed! The Yarrow’s familiars have taken hold of her!”

      Mrs. Krishack whipped out a piece of sharpened metal and charged at Celine, who flipped over her like a gymnast. The old lady swiped at her but missed. Celine landed and kicked her in the back.

      Mrs. Krishack pitched forward, slamming into a wall but rocketing back around, strong and limber, moving with the grace of a much younger person.

      She threw the piece of metal at Celine, who deftly slipped under it. I stood there, rooted in place, watching everything unfold. Then I made a move toward Mrs. Krishack.

      Celine waved me off. “This is between us.”

      The old lady grabbed a knife from my kitchen and surged toward Celine, who held out the wooden orrery. It reconfigured itself again, this time into the shape of a small pistol.

      Mrs. Krishack daggered the knife over her head as Celine dropped into a shooter’s crouch and brought the wooden pistol up—

      BAM!

      Purple fire belched from the end of the gun, propelling a projectile into Mrs. Krishack’s chest that sent her flying through the closest window.

      She hit the glass and kept on going, tumbling down to the ground. Her screams echoed and then there was a sickening splat and a horrible silence filled the apartment.

      Celine twirled the wooden gun like a six-shooter.

      “Okay,” I said, not even trying to remain calm. “I’m going to ask you a question, Celine.”

      “Ask away.”

      “WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON?”

      Celine pocketed the pistol. “I’m sorry about that, Kai. I really am. But like I said before, you need to forget all that you’ve seen.”

      “Y-you just k-killed a lady.”

      “She was no longer mortal.”

      “Try telling that to the goddamn judge!”

      Celine bolted toward the front door, threw it open and rocketed down a hallway with a large window at the far end. I grabbed my service weapon and gave chase.

      “Hey!” I screamed, clutching my gun. “Stop and put your hands up!”

      She slid to a stop and slowly turned. Holding my pistol in both hands, I advanced slowly. “I didn’t want to do this, Celine, but you need to get down on the ground.”

      She stared at me with limpid eyes that slowly expanded. “I’m so sorry,” she gasped.

      “I don’t care who you are or how sorry you might be,” I said, some real heat in my voice. “All I know is you need to get your ass down. Now.”

      “You don’t understand,” Celine said, holding the wooden pistol up.

      I aimed my gun at her and she blinked. The wooden pistol that was still in her hand reconfigured into a wooden sphere that beamed a wall of yellow light in the hallway.

      In the glow of the light I saw that something appeared to be etched on my arms, a series of symbols that looked like runes which were only visible in the yellow light.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “A glyph,” Celine replied. “It must have happened when the old woman blew the orange dust on you. Do you know what this means?”

      “No,” I said.

      “It means you’re marked. That the Tophet know who you are.”

      “What’s the Tophet?”

      Suddenly a sound echoed in the distance, barely audible through the window at the end of the hallway.

      A shrill whistling note.

      Almost like a call to arms.

      Celine held up a hand and closed her eyes as if mesmerized by the sound. “That’s the call of the Tophet.”

      “I don’t care what it is ‘cause you are coming with me and that’s all there—”

      An unexpected thing happened before I could complete my thought. She kissed me. Long and hard.

      “Thank you for what you did,” she whispered, her forehead pressed against mine. “But forget about me.”

      She whipped around and lunged for a stairwell.

      I was fast, but Celine was much faster, moving with the agility of a jungle cat and taking the steps three at a time.

      She bounded down through the lobby and out the front door as I accelerated and tackled her.

      We crumpled to the sidewalk, the streets and sky still filled with a dizzying whirl of fantastical creatures, big and small, that didn’t seem to notice us.

      “Don’t move!” I shouted, fumbling with my gun.

      “You don’t understand,” she said, her eyes widening. “Once you saved me, you interfered. You thrust yourself into our world and now they know who you are. Don’t you understand what that means?”

      “Haven’t you been listening? I have no fucking idea what’s going on!”

      She threw up an arm and pointed.

      I followed her gaze across the street to see a tall, bald woman in a black cape with a hood peering at me from the shadows under the awning on a large office building.

      There were a dozen other creatures rumbling past in the space between us, enormous rhinoceros-like beasts, great spiders, and statues of animals come to life, but the bald woman was focused on us.

      Celine gritted her teeth. "She's a drakaina, one of the ones that serve the Yarrow."

      “What’s a drakaina?”

      Before Celine could respond, the bald woman doffed her robe, revealing an exquisite nude body that looked carved from marble. She dropped to all fours, her body twisting and contorting. Her arms and legs extended and there was a flash of scales that snaked across her skin like a hungry vine, wrapping her expanding torso which was longer and wider, her face enlarged, her mouth pulled back in a horrible rictus as a pair of leathery wings erupted from her back.

      “The drakaina is an exagium! A dragon woman,” she gasped.

      The fully-transformed dragon woman quickly took to the air, beating her wings as Celine grabbed my arm. “RUN!”

      Celine bolted down the sidewalk and I followed her as she ran directly at a herd of fairy-tale beasts that were frolicking in every direction, seemingly oblivious to us.

      There were pachyderm-sized things with wings and the faces of lions, two-legged serpent creatures with rooster heads, ten-foot-tall stone statues with humanoid features, and what looked like a delegation of goblins, fairies, and waif-like nymphs that appeared to have been lifted from the pages of an old Dungeons and Dragons book.

      Thrusting out a hand, Celine pointed at one of the pachyderm-sized beasts. “Run right at the manticore! They have terrible peripheral vision!”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Trust me!” she replied.

      We ran headlong at the manticore and then I did what Celine did, I cocked my left leg as if sliding into second base and somehow spun directly under the great beast. We came up on our feet and the dragon woman was on us, slicing down through the air.

      Turning and looking back, I caught sight of the dragon’s eyes glowing orange in the murk, like the tips on a pair of blowtorches. I fired several shots at her, but my bullets had no effect.

      The monster spat a dozen balls of fire at us and Celine moved in front of me. She held out her goldeneye and didn’t move a muscle.

      “THEY’RE COMING!” I shouted, pointing at the incoming fireballs.

      Celine stood her ground and at the last minute, she flew into action, her movement precise, balletic, as she deflected the fireballs with her goldeneye one-by-one.

      “Repeat after me,” Celine whispered. “Fire, bad. Fire, very bad.

      “Fire, very bad,” I said. “H-how did you do t-that?”

      “I see things differently than most creatures.”

      The dragon woman circled around and this time, the beast’s mouth unhinged in full and she vomited a massive fireball at us, too large to deflect. The flames were mesmerizing, filling the night sky as I watched them descend on us and then—

      WHAM!

      Celine grabbed my arm at the last second and pulled me to safety as the fire swept over a nearby car like the incoming tide, turning it into a melted pile of metal and rubber.

      Celine brought the wooden pistol up with two hands and fired three shots at the dragon woman. The first two shots missed their marks, but the third one clipped the dragon’s right wing.

      The dragon woman reacted, her equilibrium fucked by the shot. She arced wildly around, spinning like a crippled bird before slamming through a window on a skyscraper and disappearing from sight.

      Celine pocketed the pistol. “She’s down but not out.”

      Spinning, we galloped down an alley, following a route only Celine could see. Shrieks built behind us and I hazarded a glance back to see the dragon hot on our heels.

      “SHE’S COMING!” I screamed.

      “It’s just up ahead!” Celine answered.

      We bounded down the alley, turning a corner where my stomach lurched because we were trapped.

      The alley, just on the other side of a pair of enormous dumpsters, ended at a brick wall.

      “I hope you have a plan!” I shouted.

      Celine nodded and smiled, bringing the wooden pistol up to her mouth. The wood reconfigured into the shape of a whistle which she blew on as the side panel on one of the dumpsters opened to reveal to a tall, striking woman whose features were part Asian, part fox.

      She was sheathed in a black, skintight one-piece outfit with a reddish cape and a pitched collar over which spilled a mane of luscious, black hair that was slicked back to reveal two barely visible horns. On her back was a rucksack, and in her right hand was another piece of polished wood that resembled Celine’s goldeneye.

      The fox woman yawned. “You’re late, Celine,” she said in a sultry voice, smiling, her eyes drifting between me and Celine. “And you brought friends. How cute.”

      Celine frowned. “It was unavoidable.”

      “No, that was unavoidable,” the fox woman said, pointing to the sky where the dragon could be seen.

      I raised a hand. “May I ask a question?”

      “Absolutely not,” said the fox woman.

      “Shouldn’t we run or something?”

      “You’re obviously a mortal man,” the fox woman said.

      I nodded. “What gave it away?”

      “The dull look in your eyes.”

      “Thanks a bunch.”

      She grinned darkly. “Everyone knows there’s no percentage in running from a drakaina.”

      “What do we do?”

      The fox woman’s gaze narrowed. “We take the bitch down.”

      Fox woman clucked her tongue and Celine lobbed her the goldeneye. Then she ran a long, thin finger down her piece of wood as it too reconfigured into an object that resembled a police baton. She jacked this into the goldeneye, combining the two pieces which continued to change shape, clicking and ticking and tripling in size until the entire construct resembled a wooden bazooka.

      “Get back and take cover,” the fox woman said with a wink. “It’s about to get loud.”
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      I followed Celine into the dumpster, looking back as the fox woman cocked a finger and beckoned the dragon. The great beast belched a rope of fire that licked the asphalt, the fox woman barely managing to avoid it before bringing the bazooka up and firing a shot.

      What looked like a red tracer round leaped from the end of the bazooka with a report that was loud enough to shatter windows in the nearby buildings.

      The tracer round widened into something that resembled a rocket which corkscrewed forward before hammering the dragon in the chest, boring a hole through the scaled flesh.

      A groan issued from the dragon’s mouth and then it dropped out of the sky and smashed through the roof of a parked bus.

      I blinked, not believing my eyes.

      I reached down for my gun, but somewhere along the line, I'd dropped it.

      The fox woman spun on her heels and waved her hand over the end of the wooden bazooka before folding it up until it was two pieces of wood that fit in the palm of her hand. She tossed one of the pieces back to Celine.

      “H-how did you do t-that?” I stammered.

      “I can do lots of things, sugar,” she replied, touching the tip of my nose with her index finger. “I’m Fa’Najae, by the way.”

      “She’s a kitsune,” Celine added. “An interstitial creature, a shifter archetype who can transition between woman and fox.”

      I had no idea what any of that meant, so I summoned a smile. “I’m Kai.”

      Fa’Najae cocked her head. “I need to ask you something, Kai, and would appreciate an honest answer.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “How the fuck are we having this conversation?” She waved her hands in front of my face. “I mean, how are you even seeing me?”

      “He’s an anomaly,” Celine said. “And he’s marked.”

      “Great, just fucking fantastic,” Fa’Najae said. “Here I was having a perfectly wonderful evening and then you show up late with a marked seer and a friggin’ dragon. Please tell me you at least have the Architus?”

      Celine nodded and the two exchanged a knowing look as I held up a hand. “I hate to break this whole thing up, but both of you are under arrest.”

      Fa’Najae stared at me, then burst out in laughter. “Kai, was it? You’re adorable, you really are. ‘Under arrest.’ I love it.”

      “I was serious.”

      She turned and entered the dumpster as we trailed after her.

      The inside of the dumpster was filled with garbage and debris, but a narrow path had been winnowed through the refuse that led to a hole in the ground. Fa’Najae bounded down the hole and Celine followed before stopping to look back at me.

      “This is where our journey ends,” Celine said.

      “You’re still under arrest.”

      “Please stop saying that.”

      “Well, what about me?”

      “What about you?”

      “You said before that I’m marked.”

      She stared at me but didn't say anything. "Based upon the dragon and all the monsters and whatnot, I'm thinking it's not exactly good to be marked," I continued.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Realizing that I was down to my last card, I blurted out, “I can help you!”

      “How could you possibly help me?”

      “I know the city better than anyone, especially the underground part. You said you were looking for those things, right? What did you call them? The three auspicious pieces that were hidden above and below ground? Well, if they’re under us, they might be down in one of the sewers that connects to the city’s culverts. There are hundreds of lines down there.”

      “And?”

      “And I’m one of the few people that’s been down there to retrieve things.”

      “Am I correct in assuming you won’t reveal what knowledge you have unless I ask you to come along?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, for starters you killed a lady in my apartment and unless I’m hallucinating, I kinda need to find a way to explain myself.”

      Celine sighed. “You do know that the way forward is treacherous.”

      “I’m a cop. I’m used to danger.”

      “Not like this. Once you enter our realm, you will witness things that once seen cannot be unseen.”

      I took this in, my jaw set in a look of grim determination, my mind racing through a set of potentialities. None of them were good. Even if I ran back to my place and acted like none of this had ever happened, I’d still have to answer for Mrs. Krishack. And to make matters worse, if Celine was right and I was marked, something terrible sent by the Yarrow or whatever the dude’s name was would probably be coming for me tomorrow night. On the other hand, there was no telling what lay in store for me if I followed Celine, but it was something. It was a chance. Besides, I kinda dug Celine and fox lady and if they were up for a crazy adventure, then so was I.

      I held Celine’s look, uncertainty working my face. Then I nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      She reached out a hand and grabbed my wrist, pulling me down into the hole.

      We dropped five feet onto a pathway of stone lozenges that descended down into a sweep of velvety blackness.

      Something flicked on, a burst of illumination that I saw was coming from Fa’Najae’s eyes. They were glowing like tiny candles as she lowered herself into a crouch. Her eyes pinched to focus when she saw that I was following.

      “Who invited the seer?” she asked.

      “I did,” said Celine. “He can help us.”

      “There’s nothing he can do that we can’t.”

      Celine shook her head. “The city has been radically reconfigured since the last time a team had to fix the Numinous. There’s a labyrinthine network of sewers, tunnels, and reservoirs. Even if we get the map, we still could use a mortal to guide us through the manmade jungle.”

      I raised a hand. “What’s a seer?”

      Fa’Najae smiled grimly. “A seer is a mortal who can read omens and experience the liminal hour. I’ve only ever met a handful of them, and you’re the only one still breathing.”

      “What about Viviane?” Celine asked.

      Fa’Najae waved her hand dismissively. “She doesn’t count. She was never a true mortal.”

      “Well, we need to see her immediately.”

      “Why would I want to waste my time with that bitch?”

      Celine held up the small bronze bar she’d vomited back in my apartment, the object she called the Architus.

      Fa’Najae stared at the bronze bar as if it were a thing of unparalleled beauty. “Where did you find it?”

      “Where we thought it would be. The museum.”

      Fa’Najae smiled. “Do you know what this means?”

      Celine nodded. “We go and get Viviane to decipher it for us.”
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      Shadowed by the ladies, I crouch-ran over the pathway which was partially lit by tiny lights dangling from a length of copper wire. Somebody else might have been affected by the tight confines, but claustrophobia never bothered me. When you’ve gone down into a river at three in the morning in February to recover a crime victim’s severed head, there isn’t much that does.

      Fa’Najae flung at look at Celine. “How much did you tell him about what we’re involved in?”

      “Enough,” Celine replied.

      “But not everything,” I offered. “I mean, if you guys are in trouble and need to find pieces for that machine of yours why not just ask for help?”

      “Who would we ask?”

      “The people down here who are in charge.”

      “There is no one in charge,” said Celine. “The Good Folk are a disparate bunch. More like a collective…”

      “Fucking strays,” Fa’Najae said. “Archetypes.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Fa’Najae slid to a stop and squinted at me. “All human behavior is guided by archetypes, what some call primordial images. Do you understand?”

      “Nope.”

      “Good one, Celine. Only mortal man you’ve brought around in a decade and he’s a friggin’ moron,” Fa’Najae said to Celine, who shrugged. “Hopefully his cock’s bigger than his brain.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Fa’Najae clapped her hands together. “Here’s the quick and dirty, Kai. In the beginning were the mighty men and women of renown, the High Adept, them that begat creatures like us that represented certain universal ideals—”

      “The hero, the maiden, the magician, the shapeshifter, the artificer, the mentor, and the trickster, for instance,” Celine added.

      “Eons ago there was a war between our people and yours. A truce was reached and all of the archetypes came together, more or less, under the banner of the Good Folk.”

      “All but one,” Celine said.

      Fa’Nayje gritted her teeth and nodded. “The Yarrow and his acolytes refused to come into the light.”

      “What is the Yarrow?” I asked.

      “It is one of the last two High Adepts as well as a chaos agent,” Fa’Najae replied. “Responsible for the greater portion of evils that have been inflicted on the mortal world.”

      Celine nodded, ticking the evils off with her fingers. “Wars, famine, deceit, drugs, the Kardashians.”

      “Why do you say ‘it’?”

      “Because it is what some cultures call a cambion or a two-spirit,” Celine answered. “A thing of dark energy that can take on the form of a man or woman. Well-versed in sowing confusion and mayhem….the archetypal trickster.”

      “You mean…like the Joker?”

      Celine made a face and Fa’Najae pointed at her. “Celine isn’t a student of your culture, but I am. Think of me as a cultural observer. Yes, the Yarrow is like the Joker…on bath salts. Bath salts that have been injected with steroids and then marinated in dragon blood because the fucking steroids weren’t strong enough.”

      “He was the inspiration for the Pied Piper,” Celine noted.

      Fa’Najae nodded. “He’s got a thing for leading mortal children astray. He’s also the leader of the Tophet, wants to destroy the Numinous, and would really dig bringing back permanent liminality…”

      “Why?”

      “Because it believes chaos is the natural order of things. The universe sprang from total darkness so why not return to it?”

      “That’s fucked up,” I said.

      “It’s worse than you can imagine,” Fa’Najae replied. “The most dangerous creatures are always the ones that have only one purpose in life because it means they’ll fight to the death for it. The Yarrow’s a spooky life-taker and if we don’t find the three pieces to restore the Numinous soon, it will bring permanent darkness back across the face of the deep.”

      “Luckily for you, we’re members of the Sicarii,” said Celine. “An elite group within the Good Folk.”

      “Although not that elite,” said Fa’Najae, “given that our world has three hierarchies:  Apprentice, Master, and Adept.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “An Apprentice can recognize the universal energy, a Master work with it, and an Adept can create and destroy it.”

      “Which one are you?”

      She scowled. “Apprentices, although I’ve always argued we should totally be bumped up a level. After all, we’ve been entrusted with maintaining the delicate balance between our world and yours.”

      “Basically, we’re the gardeners and the Numinous is the root,” added Celine. “We’re a small cell that’s taken an oath to prune any imperfections that might threaten the Numinous, to keep it vital, to ensure that the cosmic machine remains in good working order.”

      Fa’Najae nodded. “Sometimes we need the assistance of a Master or two, but usually we can do everything on our own.”

      And with that, Fa’Najae spun on her heels and galloped across the pathway, her body transitioning into a long, lean foxlike thing for a moment, as I struggled to keep up.

      The pathway soon widened into a tunnel. I was flabbergasted to see other fantastical creatures heading past us in the other direction. There were what looked like goblins, fairies, things with the lower bodies of humans and the heads of animals, and one bone-white unicorn that nearly sideswiped Fa’Najae as it thundered past.

      “Unicorns are such assholes,” Fa’Najae said, returning to her more human form. “Horn envy!” she shouted at the unicorn, gesturing to the two tiny horns on her own head.

      We advanced past a section of tunnel that was crisscrossed by thick pipes. One of them had a pinhole and was spritzing water. Celine closed her eyes and stood under the water which flowed over her, soaking her hair and clothes. I caught myself staring at the curves of her body and willed myself to look away even as she opened her shirt to let the water pour over the membrane. Her color almost instantly improved, as if the water had restored her vigor. We exchanged a long look, but no words were spoken. After several seconds, she covered herself up again and was on the move.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Minutes later, we stopped before a wall tagged with neon graffiti, numbers, and symbols that made absolutely no sense to me. Celine studied the graffiti, mouthing something, and then pointed to the right. We jogged down the tunnel and stopped below a circle of metal in the roof, what appeared to be a manhole cover.

      Celine leaped up and grabbed the edges of the cover. She slid the metal sphere aside and reached a hand down.

      “Little help,” Fa’Najae said as I lowered my hands to boost her up. They accidentally found their way to her shapely ass, which I pushed on, helping her up. She grinned and reached back down and pulled me up, too.

      Upon exiting the tunnel, I noted that we were in a wounded part of the city, a stretch of neighborhood marked by blocks of aging rowhouses on life support, tenement buildings, and mom-and-pop stores that had seen better days. Still, the streets teemed with more of the same creatures who were reveling in the darkness.

      “Don’t be scared,” Celine whispered to me.

      “A little late for that,” I replied. “It’s like I got sucked into the pages of Grimms’ Fairy Tales.”

      “The Brothers Grimm?”

      I nodded.

      “Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm were a couple of ass clowns,” Fa’Najae said.

      My jaw dropped. “You knew them?”

      "Not personally, but some of our comrades helped shepherd them through the woods near the River Leine in Gottingen. The bastards were supposed to write favorable stories about the Good Folk, to make us more palatable to people like you. Basically, do a little public relations work, but instead, they decided to print only the bad shit, embellish everything, and then just mash it all up with stories they plagiarized from other cultures."

      “How the hell is that possible?”

      Fa'Najae snorted. "Because we're the ones who were always here. Everything you know comes from us. All of the great creatures from the Bible, from the mythology of the Greeks and Romans. The Emim in the Book of Deuteronomy for instance, the Rephaim, the Amorites, the Nephilim, the gods, goddesses, and even the Titans. Your subconscious was seeded by our ancestors."

      “Unfortunately, most of the current Good Folk have grown soft and are oblivious to the dangers of the real world,” Celine said, sweeping her hands at the other creatures who appeared oblivious to us. Their heads were thrown back in laughter and they were dancing around, seemingly without a care in the world. “Most couldn’t even rise to the level of an Apprentice.”

      Fa’najae smacked her hands together. “They’re a bunch of fucking schmucks—”

      “Watch the language,” Celine said. “Do I have to keep telling you that profanity is the last—”

      “Vestige of the inarticulate, blah, blah, blah,” Fa’Najae said, finishing Celine’s thought. “Ole Celine here’s Ms. Goody Two Shoes. She’s got a thing about coarse language.”

      “It cheapens you.”

      Fa’Najae made a face. “Fuck that. Harsh times call for harsh language, baby girl, and these bozos have no idea that all of this will go away if we don’t find those pieces for the Numinous before the Yarrow does.”

      I looked up and spotted a swarm of what looked like locusts dive-bombing us. Using my hands to shield my mouth and eyes I saw that the locusts were actually tiny humanoid creatures with butterfly-like wings.

      “Damn Sprites,” Celine said, swatting at the creatures who flipped her the bird and lobbed a string of obscenities in high-pitched voices. “The world’s about to end and they’re dicking around.”

      The sprites flew in a spiral and then landed on the lip of what looked like a keg where they began to drink and dance wildly. Fa'Najae smirked, watching them get their party on. “Ain't no party like a Sprite party, ‘cause a Sprite party don’t stop.”

      We dashed through the center of the party, slip-sliding past Satyrs raising horns in toast, scorpion-men snorting lines of white powder off the ground, and what Celine said was a brace of Erymanthian boars who were shouting and chest-bumping each other, while a pod of sad-eyed spectral children called Acheri looked on. It was a freaky scene.

      Fa’Najae gestured to a turreted rowhouse one block away, a building made of dark stone, tall and thin like a church steeple. A single light was visible in the turret’s window as we mounted the steps. Celine pounded on the front door and when nobody answered, we slipped around to the back and trudged up onto the rear deck.

      Celine jiggled the doorknob, but it was locked. “Anyone got a key?”

      “Are we allowed inside?” I asked.

      Fa’Najae quirked an eyebrow. “What does that matter?”

      “The law says it matters.”

      “What law?”

      “Ever heard of something called breaking and entering?” I asked.

      She flicked a wrist. “The moment you decided to follow us, all the ways of your world vanished and the dust fell from your eyes. The only thing we follow is natural law and universal blessings.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like the fact that I’ve been blessed with a key,” Fa’Najae replied, holding up her fist.

      She punched a hole in the rear door’s window, reached in, grabbed the knob, and opened the door.

      The interior of the rowhouse was heavy with shadows, the air tanged with the funk of sulfur.

      “Your friend lives here?” I asked.

      “Viv’s not exactly a friend,” Fa’Najae hissed.

      Celine manufactured a smile. “More like a former colleague. She’s an archetype too. A tinkerer…an artificer. One of the ones who’s a model for the smiths and builders in the mythology you might know: the Germanic Wayland the Smith, Kaveh the Persian, Gobbanus the Roman.”

      “She’s a little more than a tinkerer,” Fa’Najae said, raising an eyebrow as Celine quieted  her with a look before adding, “and she left the Sicarii two winters ago.”

      “Why?”

      “Why does any female do stupid shit?” Fa’Najae replied. “A man.”

      Floorboards creaked overhead as we drifted soundlessly through a kitchen, then across the carpet in the living room where I stopped to marvel at shelves that were covered with tiny golden machines and gizmos. Celine grabbed my arm and pulled me over to a narrow wooden staircase. Celine headed up first, then me, then Fa’Najae, who shadowed me very closely.

      “If you get scared you can hold my hand,” she purred, running a hand down my thigh.

      Strangely, there no more sounds above us and the air began to grow cold.

      “Are we going to be okay?” I whispered.

      Fa’Najae nodded. “We’re going to be fine. We may have been on the outs before, but I still think she’ll be glad to see us.”

      That’s when Celine took a step and the staircase fell out from under us.
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      The stairs folded up and then some unseen mechanism engaged and thrust us up as if we were being carried on a conveyor belt. There was a flash of light and then I was falling, shot out of a hole in a wall, dropping straight down into a barren room where I collapsed to the floor with my face planted between Fa’Najae’s massive breasts.

      Rolling over, I looked up into the face of a woman who was a vision in white. I mean that literally as not only was she dressed in white (white gloves, yoga pants, platform shoes, and mini-duster), but her hair, pulled back in a long ponytail was bleached, and her bulbous lips shiny with a buttery, white lipstick. Hell, even the sexy librarian glasses she was wearing were frosted white so that I couldn't see her eyes. The only thing that wasn't white was the length of black wood with a wicked point that she was angling at my throat.

      “You’ve got five seconds to give me an explanation and it better be good,” the lady in white, presumably Viviane, snarled.

      “Hey,” I said, my throat as dry as the desert. “What’s up? I’m Kai.”

      “Four seconds.”

      “I’m with Celine and Fa’Najae.”

      The sharpened tip retracted into the wood, which reconfigured into a small disc that Viviane slipped into a pocket before gaping at Celine and Fa’Najae. “The three of you are trespassing.”

      Celine rose and dusted herself off. “Define trespassing.”

      “Strangers breaking into someone’s home.”

      “Okay, sure, if you want to get all technical about it,” Fa’Najae said. “But actually, we’re not strangers.”

      “You are to me.”

      “I don’t recall you ever telling us we weren’t welcome.”

      Viviane removed her glasses, her green eyes flashing like a pair of emeralds. “What part of me screaming, ‘you fucking bitches, you’re not welcome in my home and don’t ever show your faces around here again!’ didn’t you understand?”

      “I thought that was just girl talk.”

      Viviane sighed and cast a wary look at me. “Who are you and why are you shacked up with these two harlots?”

      “He’s Kai,” Celine said.

      I smiled. “I’m a seer.”

      Viviane pointed at the door. “See that door over there, Kai? Don’t let it hit you on the way out.”

      She turned and strode several steps from us when Celine tossed the bar of bronze, the Architus, at Viviane’s feet.

      Viviane stopped and looked down at the Architus. Several seconds of silence fell and then, her back still to us, she asked, “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Yes,” said Celine.

      “Where did it come from?”

      “I borrowed it.”

      Viviane turned, a look of recognition gripping her face. “The museum?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Because only you would be stupid enough to do something like that.”

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Fa’Najae said.

      “Do you even know what that expression means?”

      “No, I do not,” Fa’Najae replied, “I just like saying it.”

      Viviane reached down and picked up the Architus and dusted it off. I noticed for the first time that her skin had a silvery hue that for a moment reminded me vaguely of fish scales.

      “I don’t see you two for more than a year and then you show up with a mortal and spring this shit on me?”

      “I’m detecting a little hostility here,” said Fa’Najae.

      “Go fuck yourself, Fa’Najae!”

      “See what I mean.”

      Viviane marched over and held the Architus up, wagging it in front of Celine. “What do you want me to do with this thing?”

      “We want you to read it,” said Celine.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because the Numinous is nearly broken.”

      “You are such a liar, Celine.”

      “I’ve broken into your home in the middle of the night with a mortal who experiences the liminal hour. Does any of this indicate to you that I’m lying?”

      Viviane's face fell. She stood silently as if running down a mental checklist and then she nodded. "Fine. Follow me. But don't touch anything. I just remodeled."

      [image: ]
* * *

      We trailed Viviane through a series of pocket-doors, winding through the home that was much larger than it appeared from the outside, and marked by booby-traps and sensors. In one room I saw a collection of lamps with their shades gone. The kind that children use when they’re afraid of the dark.

      “Why all the traps?” Celine asked.

      “They’re meant to keep out unwanted visitors.”

      “Well, they’re certainly doing a fine job,” Fa’Najae said with a wan grin.

      One hallway led to another and soon we were edging into a room that seemed to be at the center of the house, an octagonal space with a large crescent-shaped window and raised paneling made from dark wood.

      A study in contrasts, half the room was given over to what looked like the latest technology, tablets, monitors, routers, PDAs and the like, while the other half was filled with shelving and tables strewn with gears, springs, gizmos, and row upon row of handcrafted tiny machines of all shapes and sizes.

      Everything was arranged in rows, in perfect order.

      I hoisted one of the machines, a golden bird with an exposed backside that revealed an incredibly intricate network of pins, cogwheels, and rotating timing systems. Viviane snatched it away from me. “Hey! Watch it! That’s five hundred years old.”

      “What is it?”

      “Automatopoeica,” she said. “A mechanical diversion.”

      She rubbed a smudge left by my fingerprints.

      Fa’Najae lifted a tiny golden soldier, wound a spring on his back and then set him on top of a silver maiden so that it looked like the two automatons were having sex. “Our little Viv here is the world’s foremost horologist, which is probably the most appropriate title anyone’s ever been given.”

      “Horology is the study of time and tiny machines, you dimwit,” Viviane replied, separating the soldier and the maiden. “It’s a science. And everything here is exceptionally delicate, made from the designs in the Book of Ingenious Devices.”

      “The what?”

      Fa’Najae yawned. “Something Viv wrote with three Persian dudes back in the day.”

      “The ninth century to be exact,” Viviane replied.

      Fa’Najae rubbed the head on a tiny machine in the shape of a bear. “It’s just a big book of toys.”

      She pressed the bear’s head and a loop of what looked like lightning jetted from the thing’s mouth, vanishing into the air with a loud SNAP!

      Everyone but Viviane was startled. She smiled and moved the bear away from Fa’Najae. “That ursa automaton was built at the Bayt al-Hikma, the Mesopotamian House of Wisdom, and it’s definitely not a toy.”

      I pointed at the bird. “What does this do?”

      “It’s an alarm of sorts built by the master craftsman who studied under the great Philon.”

      “Who?”

      “Philon of Byzantium.”

      “Oh, that Philon,” I said even though I had no idea who that was.

      “The bird signals when evil is near,” Viviane added.

      Fa’Najae tapped her boot on the ground. “Yeah, it’s super great to see that you’ve kept busy, Viv, which obviously means that you’re still single. Where is Tyler, by the by?”

      A moment of silence stretched between us, then Viviane said, “He’s in the land that lies between ‘none’ and ‘your business.’”

      “Methinks he couldn’t handle your OCD.”

      Viviane glared daggers at Fa’Najae. “There’s nothing wrong with being neat, Fa’Najae.”

      “No, but there’s a fine line between passion and obsession,” Celine said.

      Fa’Najae nodded. “On one side of the line is order. On the other is insanity. Guess which one you’re on, Viv?”

      Celine held up the goldeneye and Viviane grabbed it from her, grumbling. She placed a jeweler’s loupe to one eye and made a tisk-tisking sound. “What did I tell you about cleaning out the chambers on this thing, Celine? It’s a delicate instrument.”

      “Sorry,” Celine answered. “I was too busy trying not to get eaten by a dragon woman.”

      “I need a tune-up, too,” Fa’Najae said, handing over her piece of wood as Viviane pinched a set of tiny tools between her fingers to work on the wood. Her hands moved faster than an orchestra conductor and in seconds the wood was disassembled and then reassembled.

      “How do those things work?” I asked.

      “Variations in aerostatic and hydrostatic pressures along with a little flux move the chambers,” she replied without casting a look in my direction.

      “What’s flux?”

      Viviane removed the loupe and looked up. “A divine substance.”

      “Magical goop,” Fa’Najae said. “A tiny bit of what was left over after the creation of the universe. Like bythos, it’s another key component of what we call the universal energy.”

      “It’s magic?”

      “There’s some of the pure stuff still left in the underworld if you know where to look for it, yes,” Celine said. “Created and used mainly by mages, weavers, spinners, brujos, brujuas, and spell-slingers.”

      “In order to become an Apprentice you have to be able to use and work with flux,” Viviane said. She frowned, then handed the wood back to Celine and Fa’Najae. “That’ll be five million dollars.”

      “Put it on my tab,” Fa’Najae answered as Viviane moved over to a wall and removed a painting that concealed a square pad resembling a small solar panel.

      “I don’t even know why I’m doing this.”

      “Because you love us,” Fa’Najae replied.

      “I loathe you.”

      “Hatred, biologically speaking, is just as powerful emotionally as love so basically it’s the same thing.”

      Viviane silenced Fa’Najae with a look. Then she removed one of her white gloves and placed her hand on the pad. It glowed and hummed to life. A digital keypad appeared and she tapped her finger as a red light turned green. A recessed section of the wall popped free to reveal a wall safe.

      She slid the glove back on and opened the safe, withdrew a small black briefcase and popped it open to reveal two items: an amber syringe made of what looked like blown glass, and a complex-looking device the size of a tablet.

      Viviane held up the device, which resembled a cross-section of a mechanical watch. There were little wheels seated inside a lattice of gold and silver that contained innumerable belts, ball bearings, and stainless steel wheels and gears.

      Celine smiled. “You’ve still got it.”

      Viviane nodded. “’Course I do. The Datamancer was entrusted to me.”

      She lifted the syringe and depressed the plunger ever so gently. A red bead of what she said was partially concentrated flux dropped from the needle’s tip into a port on the Datamancer. Then she inserted a crank into the side of the device and rotated it several times until the machine’s innards began spinning like a centrifuge.

      While this was happening, Viviane slotted the Architus into a port on the side of the machine, making sure it was seated just so.

      A pulse of violet light erupted from the top of the machine, beaming a kind of holographic map into the air, a series of coordinates that began to quickly coalesce into a handful of grids.

      “Do you know what that is?” Viviane asked

      “It’s the city,” I gasped, recognizing the placement of the grids. The others remained tight-lipped as I stood bathed in the light, air-tracing the map as it began to take shape. As part of my work for the police department I’d taken a class on the city’s history, including the original commissioner’s plan that established lots, streets, and the overall municipal grid.

      The city had changed markedly since the original plan, of course, and only eight years earlier, a massive underground complex—a mega sewer of sorts—had been built to handle wastewater and runoff that were flooding the city a hundred and fifty days a year. Basically, a series of reservoirs were built underground, fed by a complex network of conduit (think of it like a dozen bathtubs connected to straws), that channeled a billion gallons of wastewater.

      What was most fascinating to me was that the images I was looking at were layered, showing aboveground and below, and could be manipulated with the swipe of a finger. I knew that as soon as I reached out and traced a map from the river up to what I believed was our present position. “That’s where we are,” I said.

      “How can you be sure?” Viviane asked.

      “Because I know the landmarks.”

      There appeared in the middle of the map a blinking orange object. The three ladies shared a long look. It was clear they didn’t know where the spot was, but I sure did. “That’s the first piece, isn’t it?”

      Celine nodded. “The Adamas.”

      “The High Adepts were no dummies,” Fa’Najae said. “They created a kind of failsafe, intentionally separating the three auspicious pieces. One piece can’t be located without another.”

      “Once we find that first piece we’ll be able to track down the second one?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Then once we find the third piece we’ll have the means to locate the Numinous itself.”

      I took this in, repositioned my fingers as if I were about to tickle someone, then rotated the map of the sections of the city below ground so I could better scrutinize where the orange object was. In seconds, my fingers were moving like a concert pianist as I swiped away some sections of street and zoomed in on others.

      Navigating the forgotten areas of the city only a few knew about, I was able to trace a sewer line down through a five-foot section of ductile piping that led to an ancient conduit that was laid when the city was young. The conduit tied into another section of steel pipe coming from the opposite direction that eventually fed into a pit and later, one of the main reservoirs.

      I wormed down through the steel pipe and just as I’d suspected, the orange object was at the area where a new sewage lagoon had been constructed six years back. How did I know about all of this? I’d been the dude who’d helped fish several bodies out of the subterranean lagoons over the last eighteen months.

      “Bingo,” I said. “That’s it.”

      “You know the area?” Celine asked.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Can you get us there?”

      I nodded and smiled. “You better believe it.”

      Viviane grabbed a sheet of what looked like flexible gold the size of a letter. She inserted this into the back of the Datamancer and I watched as a beam of red light filled the device, making a grinding sound.

      The gold sheet popped out of the back of the device and Viviane held it up for all to see.

      A map had been etched into the gold.

      She handed it to me and the map popped up like a three-dimensional greeting card, revealing several distinct sections of the city where the three parts we needed were located. Even though it would’ve been difficult for an average person to discern the grids on the map and Celine and the others couldn’t, I could.

      The gold map was pliable, so after studying it, I rolled the thing up and stashed it in a front pocket. “What happens next?” I asked.

      “We begin our journey,” Fa’Najae said.

      “The hell we do,” Viviane said. “I’m not going anywhere with you whackos.”

      Fa’Najae’s nostrils flared. “You owe us.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “You turned your back on us.”

      “I quit.”

      “Same fucking thing,” Fa’Najae said.

      “Because I wanted a life!”

      Viviane stomped her shoe on the wooden floor, arms crossed over her chest. “There is literally nothing in this world that could make me go with you.”

      The golden bird, the one that Viviane said was an alarm, began flapping its shiny metallic wings, emitting a whistle-shriek like a boiling tea kettle.

      My gaze wandered to the ceiling and I heard what sounded like footfalls, the kind made by feet.

      A shitload of tiny bare feet.

      Scampering across the rowhouse’s roof.

      Celine reacted, throwing up a hand as the windows to the room imploded in a hailstorm of shattered glass.
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      “I just replaced that window!" Viviane bawled. “I got ‘em on sale at Home Depot!”

      I covered my head, getting pelted with the crystal shards along with several dozen gray metal balls that resembled ball bearings. The balls hit the ground and rolled to a stop only to open like an iris and reveal six-inch-tall gargoyle-like creatures with long, hooked arms and screwed-up faces.

      “Bugbears,” Viviane gasped, placing the Datamancer and syringe back into the briefcase.

      “Nasty little mothersuckers,” Celine added.

      Viviane glared at Fa’Najae. “They must have tracked you. Do you know what this means? I’m marked now!”

      Fa’Najae twirled her wooden weapon. “Welcome to the club, girlfriend.”

      One of the tiny monsters sprang at me and I grabbed it around the midsection, the tiny beast wriggling like a fish at the end of a hook. "But it's so little!" I shouted, scrutinizing the minute beast. The little bastard flipped me a middle finger and then—

      WHAM!

      Slugged me in the jaw with enough force to knock me back on my ass. I hit the ground and the map squirted from my pocket.

      The Bugbear dove for the map. I grabbed it before he could. The tiny devil then vaulted back at me, delivering a series of blows to my neck as I smacked it sideways.

      Fa’Najae whipped her wooden weapon until it reconfigured into the shape of a pepperbox, a small, multi-barreled pistol. She two-handed the gun and fired a volley of shots that splattered the Bugbears.

      “The floors!” Viviane screamed. “I just had them resurfaced and stained last week!”

      More Bugbears poured in through the broken window and appeared through the room’s air vents.

      I gestured to Viviane. “I need a weapon!”

      She grimaced, then tossed me a baton-shaped piece of bronze. The object was heavy and cool to the touch and I planned to use it to batter the Bugbears, but as soon as my fingers slipped down the baton’s smooth surface it reconfigured. Out popped a ribbed spherical head that emitted an amber light.

      I held the baton out and tiny golden tendrils began dancing around my right arm. The tendrils snaked over my flesh like a vine, tickling it, wrapping around until the baton was one with my body.

      “What the hell is this thing?” I shouted.

      “Don’t ask questions, just use it!” Fa’Najae shouted.

      “How?”

      She leaned into me as if we were about to exchange a kiss. “You’ve got to squeeze it until it gets hard,” she said, her breath hot against my neck. “That’s probably not the first time you’ve ever heard that.”

      I gulped and she grabbed my arm, repositioning it until the bronze baton was pointed at the bugbears.

      “No! No!” Viviane said. “Do not use that thing in my house, Fa’Najae!”

      Too late.

      Fa’Najae pressed my fingers around the baton and yowled, “CLOSE YOUR EYES!”

      I did and felt a burst of heat as if the world's largest oven door had just been opened. This was followed by a burst of white light that scorched my eyes even though my lids were screwed shut.

      My eyes flapped open and the bugbears were gone.

      So was a six-by-six section of the far wall.

      Just…fucking gone, as if had been atomized by a laser.

      Viviane threw her hands up. “Holy motherfucking shit, Fa’Najae!”

      Fa’Najae nodded and smiled at the bronze baton. “I know, right? This little thingie of yours really did the trick!”

      “Not that! The wall, you idiot! There’s a fucking hole in my house!”

      “We can fix that,” I said, stepping over little piles of ash (all that remained of the bugbears), to scrutinize the hole in the wall. “A little drywall and some joint compound and we’ll patch it right up.”

      Viviane gaped at me for several seconds, her mouth open. “There is no way my homeowners’ insurance will cover any of this!”

      Fa’Najae shook her head in disgust. “Listen to you. Homeowners’ insurance? You sound totally like a mortal.”

      “I am.”

      “Bullshit. I know what’s pumping through your veins, Viv. You might’ve turned your back on the Sicarii to live in the light, but you’ll always be one of us.”

      “You’re paying for this! All of you!”

      “Relax, Viviane,” Celine said.

      “After what just happened?”

      Celine summoned a huge smile. “Remember, stressed is desserts spelled backwards.”

      “What the fuck does that even mean?”

      The ladies began arguing, but I was more concerned with other matters, starting with the fact that something was moving peripherally.

      Stirring on the ground.

      Something inside those piles of ash.

      The ash was smoking, trembling, and then I saw it liquify until it was the consistency and color of molten silver.

      “Um, guys? What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Nothing good,” said Fa’Najae.

      The liquid separated into dozens of tiny tributaries that pooled into hundreds of silver beads that rolled across the floor.

      The beads slammed together, stacking on top of each other, expanding, thrumming, adding mass until there was a form in the middle of the room that was roughly the size and shape of a child’s snowman.

      And then shape expanded a final time to reveal something vaguely humanoid that stood about seven feet tall.

      The construct was broad-shouldered and blank-faced, like a large-boned man who’d been dipped inside a vat of pewter. And then something appeared on the other side of the smooth, pliable surface where the thing’s head should be.

      Faces.

      The faint outline of dozens of tiny faces, screaming, straining as if trying to rip through the monster’s silver skin.

      “Fark me,” Celine whispered.

      “Wha – what is t-that?” I stammered.

      Viviane’s eyes widened. “What your mythology refers to as a Hecatoncheires,” she breathlessly intoned, glancing at Celine. “You brought a friggin’ Hecatoncheires into my home! Seriously?”

      “It’s not like we invited it,” Celine replied.

      “What the hell is a Hecatoncheires?” I asked.

      “A monster,” Celine said

      “I can see that.”

      “An angry fucking monster,” Fa’Najae added. “Its name means hundred handed ones.”

      “What does it do?”

      “Besides kill, dismember, and eat people like you?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, for funsies it can cause earthquakes and tsunamis, but only if it gets big enough.”

      “This keeps getting better and better.”

      Fa’Najae grinned. “How’s that decision to follow us along looking now?”

      “Like the worst one ever,” I replied.

      The Hecatoncheires loosed an ear-shattering howl that shook the house.

      I backed up next to Celine and the others. “What do we do?”

      “Kick its ass!” Fa’Najae screamed.

      She whipped out her wooden weapon, which had reshaped into the form of a dagger. Shrieking a war whoop, she ran headlong at the thing, bringing the dagger down.

      The Hecatoncheires blocked her arm and threw a punch that caught Fa’Najae in the chest, sending her spiraling toward the rear wall. She smashed through the wood and disappeared from sight.

      I grabbed up the bronze baton, intent on blasting the monstrosity when—

      WHACK!

      The thing’s hand telescoped like Plastic Man, knocking the bronze baton away. Crabbing back, I watched the Hecatoncheires rear up and slam its feet down like a sumo wrestler before charging me.

      Time and sound seemed to slow. I thought back on the conflict training I’d received my first year as a cop. Three key principles quickly came to mind. First, try and understand where the conflict is coming from. Easy enough: the Hecatoncheires. Second, try and defuse the situation, by talking to the aggressor. Bingo!

      I held my hand up. “Sir, I’m going to need to you to stand down right now and—”

      The monster’s hundred tiny mouths were visible on the other side of its silver skin, shrieking in anger as it threw a wicked punch that I dipped under.

      The third principle sprang to mind. When all else fails, kick some ass!

      I drove a fist into the thing's belly. It was like punching a wall made of Play-Doh. My fist snapped back and out of the Hecatoncheires’s hundred-odd mouths came a deep guttural laugh.

      It wheeled around, moving much faster than something its size should be able to move. It chopped the air near my head and only by some miracle did I miss the blows. It rumbled forward, and I dropped and braced my shoulder for impact.

      We collided, but my low angle caused the monster to somehow roll right over me and keep on going. It flew sideways into the side wall, smashing through the woods and studs, stuck in place, buying us some precious time as the power in the house went out.

      Celine grabbed my hand. “Let’s go!”

      Viviane shoved a bunch of her tiny devices and machines into a rucksack, then grabbed the briefcase as we dashed out of the room, only to see a woozy Fa’Najae standing in the hallway, covered in dust. She tottered like a prizefighter at the end of a match. “Looks you guys are losing the fight.”

      “We hadn’t noticed, what with us getting our asses handed to us and all,” Viviane replied.

      Celine windmilled her arm. “Go, go, go!”

      I grabbed Fa’Najae’s hand as the Hecatoncheires howled from somewhere off to our left. We descended the staircase, taking the steps three at a time. We hit the foyer and looked back.

      “I’m not leaving that thing inside my house!” Viviane shouted, pulling out a small silver wand-like object, a light stick, that she snapped against her leg to provide light.

      The ceiling over the staircase exploded, showering us in debris, as the beast launched itself down.

      “You’re not going to have any house left if we don’t leave!” I yelled.

      We scrambled out of Viviane’s house and threw ourselves into a mad dash down the sidewalk.

      I looked back only once and immediately regretted it.

      The Hecatoncheires was rampaging down the street like Godzilla and the freakiest thing was that it was growing in size. Yep, there were what seemed like thousands of tiny Bugbears crawling out of the sewers, slamming into the thing, absorbed into its impressive, expanding bulk.

      The faces of the things inside the Hecatoncheires were visible now, erupting from the skin like boils. There were hundreds of tiny mewling heads fighting for space along with an equal number of arms that moved spastically, snapping out like the tentacles on an octopus.

      By the time it was a block away from us it looked to be thirty feet tall, and its every movement shook the ground as it searched for us.

      Celine looked to Viviane. “Do it, Viv.”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      Viviane clutched her rucksack, shaking her head, ignoring me. “No.”

      “It’s the only way!” Fa’Najae shouted.

      Viviane was breathing heavily, the muscles in her tight body flexing. Her flesh expanded and contracted, her cheeks splotched crimson. If Fa’Najae was a shapeshifter, I wondered what Viviane was, besides being an artificer. “I don’t do that anymore, Fa’Najae!” she said, shaking her head, her brow roped with sweat as she clutched herself like she was trying to fight off some powerful transformation.

      “It’s what you were born to do! You could destroy it right now if you wanted to!”

      “No means no!” Viviane replied, spinning and running as we followed. Celine soon took the lead, zigging and zagging down the street.

      “I hope you have a plan!” Viviane shouted, waving her silver light stick.

      Celine gaped back. “Have I ever let you down?”

      “Constantly!”

      “We’re three blocks away from where we need to be!” Celine said.

      Fa’Najae suddenly grabbed my arm and stopped me. Before I could ask what she was doing, her body began shifting ever so slightly, her frame becoming broader, more muscular. She motioned for me to get behind a sedan. “Gimme a hand!”

      “But it’s a car!”

      “Nothing gets past you, Kai,” she said, removing a tiny glass vial that was concealed inside her jacket. She grabbed my shirt near the neck and pulled it down to expose the flesh. It looked like she was going to kiss me there, and then she licked her fingers and poured some of the contents in the vial on them and rubbed her fingers against my bare skin. A warm current filled my body, every neuron seeming to fire at once.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “A little of the old in and out,” she replied with a smile, tucking the vial back inside her jacket. “I imbued you with some of my greatness. A smidge of transdermal flux.”

      “Am I gonna be okay?”

      “You ever play video games?”

      I nodded.

      “Ever want to ‘level up’ as your mortals are wont to say?”

      Another nod from me.

      “Then get ready and thank me later. It only lasts a few seconds, but it'll get the job done."

      “What’s the job?”

      “Block that!” she said, gesturing at the Hecatoncheires as it rounded a corner, knocking loose an apartment building’s fire escape that crashed to the ground.

      “Let’s do it!” she screamed, smacking me on the ass, forcing me to help her shove the sedan into the middle of the road.

      I couldn’t believe it, but the sedan, while still heavy, was manageable. It felt like my muscles had suddenly expanded to twice their normal size. She moved over to a van and I helped her move that too. Then two more cars followed and soon we’d created a snarl of machinery that the Hecatoncheires lurched toward.

      “You’re not half bad for a mortal,” Fa’Najae said. Then, turning to face the monster, she folded her arms over her heaving chest and sighed. “That ought to hold it for a while.”

      The monster stared down at the cars and then shoved everything aside with a single, violent swipe.

      Imbued with the flux, I managed to leap over the machinery the beast hurled at us. Landing on the ground, I felt light as air, able to do almost anything.

      I ran up the side of a building and flipped back like an acrobat. Hitting the ground, I did the splits and busted some dance moves, feeling bulletproof, taunting the Hecatoncheires even as Fa’Najae told me that wasn’t a wise idea.

      “Don’t do it! Do not fuck with the Hecatoncheires!” she bellowed.

      I jumped around on the balls of my feet like a boxer warming up, pointing at the giant beast. “C’MON, YOU BIG, FAT SONOFA—”

      The monster’s arm distended and hit me like a harpoon.

      My feet left the ground and I flew twenty feet back toward the front window of a Chinese restaurant.
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      I hit the glass and kept on going.

      Crashing through a dinner table, I landed hard and rolled over several times, coming to a stop on the edge of an indoor koi pond.

      Shocked that I was still alive, I removed a long sliver of glass from my forearm, watching the flesh pucker, then miraculously suction and seal around the wound.

      “Pretty cool, huh?” Fa’Najae said, peering in through the shattered front window. “The flux acts like an inner armor, it speed-heals wounds.”

      “I'm like a superhero.”

      “Physically yes, mentally, no.” She jumped over and helped me up. “What part of ‘don’t fuck with the Hecatoncheires’ didn’t you understand?”

      We shot out through the broken restaurant window as the Hecatoncheires ripped a light pole out of the ground as if plucking a dandelion. He hurled it at us like a javelin.

      The metal shaft scattered us, striking the asphalt and carving a trench that was thirty feet long.

      I combat-rolled to my right, shimmied under a car and crouched at the edge of a shadow-strewn backstreet. Viviane was on the other side of the main thoroughfare and the great beast was rumbling down toward us.

      “Stay calm and he won’t see you,” a soft voice whispered.

      Pivoting, I saw a small form standing in the semi-darkness, just beyond the halo of an overhead lamp.

      It was a small girl.

      She was a vision in a yellow dress with a red neck bandana, her long blonde hair in braids. For a moment, all of the other noises, the screams of the Hecatoncheires and Fa’Najae’s shouts faded into the background. I was transfixed by the girl as she took two paces forward.

      “Did you hear me?” she asked.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve come to warn you, Kai. I’m concerned about your soul.”

      “You know my name?”

      “I know everything.”

      “Who are you?”

      She wagged an admonishing finger at me, her eyes like two black marbles. “Go back to your apartment. Go back to your inconsequential little life and forget about all of this before it’s too late.”

      “You’re…it, aren’t you? You’re the Yarrow.”

      She grinned a crooked little grin, flashing two rows of teeth that were preternaturally long and sharp as a shiver of fear worked its way up over the knobs of my spine. Her features seemed to flicker and flash in the light, morphing from a little girl to a painfully beautiful woman, to a lantern-jawed man with long, greasy locks. Moving to within a foot of me, her visage returned to that of the girl and she placed something in the middle of my hand: a single red petal that she’d plucked from a rose.

      “I am everything and nothing, but I promise you this,” she said, leaning so close that I could feel her hot breath on my neck. “If you continue on your current path you will die a thousand deaths.”

      Fa’Najae shouted and I snapped out of my daze. The girl was gone, but the monster behind me was very real.

      Whirling around, I saw the Hecatoncheires drawing down on Fa’Najae who was screaming, “That’s it. That is it!” while pulling her wooden weapon around, fashioning it into a grenade launcher which she quickly fired.

      But unlike the dragon woman, the fiery projectiles from her weapon had little effect, carving divots in the Hecatoncheires’s massive torso that quickly vanished. The way that the thing absorbed the blasts reminded me of the T-1000 terminator in the old Terminator 2 movie.

      Enraged, the thing picked up cars and chucked them at us as we retreated. I was still energized by whatever Fa’Najae had done to me so I was able to keep pace, galloping like a cheetah through the urban jungle, but soon enough, my energy ebbed.

      We caught up with Celine, who guided us down alleys and across weed-choked car-lots, following a path only she could see. It was clear that Celine was the strategist of the group and had a kind of second sense that allowed her to avoid one-way alleys, streets without sufficient cover, and narrow arteries that might allow the Hecatoncheires to box us in.

      Rounding a corner, I stopped and drew in an audible breath. The others were standing in front of what I assumed was our destination.

      A yellow dumpster of the sort I’d seen all over the city.

      The ones that were set aside for book and clothing donations.

      “This is it?” I asked, closing on the trio, totally unimpressed.

      Celine nodded and shot a look at Viviane. “Go on and tell him.”

      “We have stores of weapons all around the city. There’s the Blockbuster, the warehouse maintained by the Brotherhood of the Hook, the House of Skins, and—”

      “A donation bit?”

      Viviane nodded, holding up the silver light stick in front of the dumpster. “Occultis aperta.”

      “Hidden in plain sight,” Celine said with a nod, translating.

      Viviane moved over and tapped out a code of some kind on the dumpster’s side panel as it slid sideways to reveal a hidden chamber inside. The chamber was filled with a collection of ornate cutlery, exotic weapons, military-grade gear, and a drawer holding tinctures filled with brightly-colored liquid.

      The ground shook. I could hear the roar of the Hecatoncheires. The thing was getting close.

      “Shouldn’t we run?”

      Celine shook her head. “It would find us wherever we went.”

      “Besides,” Fa’Najae said, baring her teeth. “I don’t run from anything.”

      “What about that?” I said, pointing.

      “We’ll stand and fight.”

      “Are you insane?”

      Fa’Najae nodded. “Certifiably.”

      Viviane removed a long, thin piece of flexible black pipe from inside the dumpster and a tincture containing yellow liquid. She removed a cork stopper from the tincture with her teeth and splashed the pipe with the yellow liquid. Then she pushed and pulled the material as if making a balloon animal, changing the shape of the pipe until it resembled a boomerang.

      “You really can work wonders with your hands,” I said.

      “That’s what all the monster boys used to say,” Fa’Najae replied with a huge smile.

      “If she’s the artificer and you’re the strategist, what does that make Fa’Najae?” I asked.

      Viviane held up the boomerang. “A crazy bitch.”

      Fa’Najae grinned. “I can live with that.”

      Viviane twirled the boomerang as sparks shot from its ends.

      “What is that thing?”

      “A one-shot called the Bone Shaker.”

      “What does it do?”

      Viviane shot me a look, annoyed. “It shakes bones.”

      She told us to take cover in the dumpster and we did. Then she wheeled around as the Hecatoncheires appeared at the other end of the street. My guts seized because I was terrified that Viviane wouldn’t be able to stop the monster with her boomerang. My fears were magnified when I saw that the original beast had changed shape again, devolving into an undulating mass which split into three silver blobs that slithered down the street.

      The blobs began unfolding upon themselves, almost as if the insides of the forms were devouring the outside.

      The monsters’ flesh pulled apart like taffy to expose a flexible inner mesh core, a kind of non-organic material that stretched and coalesced into long strands of what looked like muscle and sinew.

      The flesh and musculature fused together to further solidify the three monstrous creatures. With ever-increasing size and complexity, the forms took on structural detail.

      First, there appeared what looked like legs, then arms, then a hint of spinal laddering, and finally, oversized crocodile-like heads.

      The air was supercharged and buzzing as the three horrific monsters rose up to their full and terrible height.

      “Now might be a good time to kill it, Viv,” Fa’Najae said.

      “Relax,” said Viviane. “I’ve got it under control.”

      The monsters bellowed and charged forward as Viviane aimed and flung her boomerang, which twirled through the air.

      The object appeared impossibly small when juxtaposed against the mighty monsters, but then something happened.

      The boomerang began spinning around the beasts, faster and faster, and then burst into a rope of white light.

      The white light suddenly veered off and shot up into the sky like a bottle rocket.

      “Was that supposed to happen?” I asked as Celine pressed a finger to my lips.

      There was a moment of complete silence and then the white light dropped onto the street near the monsters and exploded.

      The shockwave rattled the city streets. Next came a sterilizing column of fire, a great, rending fireball that smothered the three monsters, instantly atomizing them.

      Viviane turned and coolly appraised us. “See, I told you I had it under control.”

      I pointed, and Viviane looked back to see the fireball sweeping toward us.

      “SHIT!” she shrieked.

      Rushing out, I grabbed and pulled her back into the dumpster as Celine slammed the side panel closed as the wall of flames swept over us.

      The fire rose and fell, the flames howling like an animal at a branding. The panels on the dumpster buckled but somehow held.

      The tiny hairs on my forearm were singed, but we were otherwise okay as silence devoured everything.

      “Jesus,” I said. “Jesus.”

      Celine pushed the side panel open and we exited to see that whatever remained of the three monsters had fractured into balls of blue flame that stretched from the road to the heavens, taking on the shape of an upside-down tornado. The reverse funnel began churning, sucking up whatever remained of the beasts into the sky with a sonic BOOM! that knocked the three of us to the ground.

      I lay there next to Viviane, smoke curling over us, the ground still shaking, watching her beautiful chest rise and fall.

      “Please tell me it’s over,” I whispered.

      She licked her lips. “Those things can never fully be destroyed, so I’m pretty sure it’s just beginning.”

      We stood, and Celine nodded at me. “Let’s go.”

      “Where to?” I asked.

      She smiled. “You tell me. You’re the one with the map.”

      I pulled out the gold map and pointed out where we should go. The ladies acknowledged this and ventured off into the night. I hesitated for a moment. None of it seemed real. Then I reached into my pocket and pulled out what I’d hoped not to find.

      The single red rose petal.

      The little girl had been real after all.

      Celine whistled for me. I started, then dashed after them.
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      I had trouble keeping pace with Celine and the others, who moved so briskly that they seemed to glide down the city streets. Two blocks later and I was already worn down by the journey, almost getting killed by mystical beasts, and a lack of sleep.

      “Any day now, seer!” Fa’Najae shouted, casting a look back. “Jesus, we’re just beginning the mission and you’re already beat?” Fa’Najae asked, moving back next to me. “You need another hit of flux?”

      “Are there any side effects?” I asked.

      “Little late to be asking.”

      “Better late than never.”

      "Well, there aren't any aside from causing your penis to shrivel and fall off."

      I was shocked into silence. She laughed. “I’m fucking with you, Kai. Aside from a slight headache, because you mortals are decidedly delicate, the answer is no.”

      “Something’s wrong,” Viviane said.

      “Just figuring that out, huh, Viv?”

      Viviane ignored this, set her briefcase down, and removed a flat circle of silver that expanded into something that mirrored a pocket-watch.

      “It’s four fifty-one in the morning,” Viviane said. “The fifty-first minute of the liminal hour.”

      I looked up into the sky, which was still as black as the bottom of a midnight well.

      “It shouldn’t be this dark,” she added.

      “It’s happening faster than we thought,” said Celine. “The darkness is spreading, which means there is both good and bad news.”

      “What’s the bad news?”

      “We roughly know how long we have.”

      “And the good news?”

      “Once the darkness lasts for a full twenty-four hours, your world will cease to exist if the legends are true,” Celine replied.

      “How the hell is that good news?” I asked. “I mean, the good news is much worse than the bad news.”

      She shrugged. “Sorry, I always got the good news bad news stuff mixed up.” I watched her “borrow” a cigarette off a homeless guy who lay in what looked like suspended animation. The ladies told me that during the liminal hour mortals lay in a kind of trance and could only be woken by the approaching dawn.

      I removed the gold map as Celine took a long drag from her smoke. Tracing the map, I plotted the path ahead, then moved forward, checking out the cross-streets and urban cut-throughs to get my bearings.

      There was an alley up ahead, an original section of the old city complete with cobblestones that ran behind a string of seafood joints and occult shops. At the end of the alley was a green metal door that led down into the bowels of the city. I knew this because I’d been forced to go through that door ten months earlier to track down some contraband sucked down into the sewers after a robbery gone horribly awry.

      I signaled for the ladies to follow. Everyone but Viviane did.

      “Let’s go, Viv,” Fa’Najae said. “Time’s a-wasting.”

      “For you, maybe, but I’ve done my part. I did more than I wanted to. I saved your asses and made sure you got the map.”

      “Surely you know you can’t go back now. Even you aren’t this stupid, Viviane,” said Celine.

      Fa’Najae glowered. “You’d be surprised how stupid she is. After all, she’s the one who fucked over the sisterhood for a dude.”

      “You’re not my sisters and he wasn’t just some random guy,” Viviane shot back. “I loved Tyler.”

      “And where is he now?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And yet we’re here, aren’t we? Ready to lay down our lives to protect you and carry out the mission.”

      “I’m not part of your fucking mission,” Viviane snapped. “I left the Sicarii, remember?”

      “But it never left you,” Celine replied. “And you’re marked now, just like us.”

      “They don’t want me.”

      “But they’ll use you to get to us,” Fa’Najae said. “No matter where you go they will hunt you down, Viviane. Remember what they did to Ralph and the others when he crossed them?”

      “I do, and I’m still not scared of them or the Yarrow.”

      “Your lips say one thing, but your eyes say another,” Fa’Najae replied.

      “Suck my ass, Fa’Najae.”

      “Ladies, ladies,” Celine said. “The language, the language…”

      "I'll take a raincheck on the ass-sucking thing, Viv. For now, we need to—"

      Viviane’s alarm bird suddenly started shrieking again. This was followed by a deep rumbling in the distance. The roar of an engine followed by the squeal of tires as a machine moved down at the other end of the street, a car of some kind bathed in a smothering blue light.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Fuck,” Fa’Najae said. “They’re coming.”

      “Who?”

      “My gut tells me it’s Kenya and Aiyanna,” Celine answered.

      Fa’Najae gulped. “A pair of unsavories. The Yarrow’s assassins, a/k/a the love vigilantes.”

      “Why are they called that?”

      “’Cause they love to kill shit.”

      We crabbed back, but I couldn’t help stopping to check out the approaching vehicle, a glorious 1970s-era muscle car. It was black with chrome wheels. The machine shrilled to a stop and the blue light rose into the air like mist.

      Two doors kicked open and out came two pairs of black boots with stiletto heels. Next appeared two women, tall and lean, wearing outfits that would make the devil blush.

      So tight were the ladies’ black latex bodysuits that I swear I could see their pancreases secreting insulin. One of them had a vaguely feline face and a long tail flicking behind her like a metronome. Her jet-black hair was swept back, her features mutable under the moonlight, switching between what appeared to be a leopard and a breathtaking ebony-skinned mortal with excellent cheekbones.

      The other woman had copper-colored hair and was more muscular. She had sharper features, like some great bird of prey. Both of their eyes shone in the darkness, blazing with the fervor of true believers.

      “The skank with black hair is Kenya,” Fa’Najae whispered. “The other one is Aiyanna. Looks like they didn’t bring any of the Pigsies.”

      “The what?”

      “Their less-than-fine swine.”

      “Bodyguards with the heads of pigs,” Viviane added.

      Upon spotting us, a sound was loosed from Aiyanna’s lungs that resembled the shriek of an eagle.

      “Yeah, fuck you too!” Fa’Najae shouted.

      “That was so not smart,” Viviane said, reaching into her rucksack.

      “We know what you’re after!” Kenya said. “We know you seek the three pieces to fix the Numinous!”

      “Stand down and nobody will get hurt!” added Aiyanna.

      “Nobody but the mortals!” Celine shouted back.

      Kenya waved her hand. “The mortals are of no consequence. The time for self-loathing is over, Celine! We need to come together and recognize who we are!”

      “Who are we?” Fa’Najae asked.

      Kenya grinned, flashing a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. “We’re the offspring of the originals. We’re the alpha and omega, the first and last. We’re the ones who should be ruling the flatlands!”

      “What about the truce?” Celine asked.

      “The truce has outlived its usefulness. We no longer recognize any agreement with the mortals and we damn well won’t abide by it.”

      “Is that the directive you’ve been given?”

      Kenya nodded. “The order has come down from on high.”

      “Where is it?” Celine asked. “Where’s the one you serve?”

      Aiyanna held up her hands and blue fire danced at her fingerprints. “The Yarrow is everywhere and nowhere and is willing to take you into its warm embrace!”

      “I hate when she says shit like that,” Fa’Najae grumbled, and then to Aiyanna: “Tell the fucker we have a message.”

      Kenya quirked an eyebrow. “Which is?”

      “That he or she can fuck off because we're not standing down.”

      Kenya’s face fell. “It’s going to be like that, then?”

      “Can’t be any other way,” I replied, stepping forward and folding my arms across my chest, wanting to add a little to the discourse.

      “Who are you?” Aiyanna hissed.

      “The name’s Kai.”

      Aiyanna grinned, flashing a set of vampire-like incisors. “Oh, the Yarrow is going to love you.”

      “Fresh meat,” Kenya said, licking her lips.

      Aiyanna clapped her hands. “Here’s the quick and dirty, girls. You turn over whatever map you have that lists the locations of the pieces and we’ll forget about all your extracurricular activities this evening. Hell, we won’t even kill the mortal. I promise. We’ll just…play with him for a while.”

      Sweat roped my forehead as I reached down and felt the rolled-up map in my pocket. I didn’t know what would happen if Kenya and Aiyanna made a move for me, but I wasn’t going down without a fight.

      “What’s it gonna be?” Kenya asked, tapping a heel on the blacktop.

      Fa’Najae flipped up both middle fingers. “How’s this?”

      Kenya and Aiyanna laughed and began circling their hands, the air wavering, creating concentric circles of vibrant light, surrealistically so, that spread out in ripples. Sparks and what looked like embers flashed and crackled in the air which appeared to be heating up, as if the two were setting it on fire.

      Celine’s gaze smoked into mine. “I may have forgotten to mention it, but Kenya and Aiyanna are weavers.”

      “They can cast spells?” I asked.

      Celine nodded. A snatch of conversation sounded as we glanced over to see what looked like a small herd of green-skinned trolls moving down the street. There were four females and two males, all shouting drunkenly.

      “Go! Run!” Viviane shouted, waving her arms.

      “Run, yourself!” the trolls shouted back.

      A howl ripped the night. I looked back to see the air around Kenya and Aiyanna boiling, and then the women reached up and pulled strands of what looked like molten fire out of it. They shaped the fire into spheres and hurled them into the air.

      “We need to get down on our knees!” Viviane shouted.

      “Bet that’s not the first time you’ve said that!” Fa’Najae replied.

      Viviane tossed the silver light stick to Celine, then grabbed and pulled us down before removing a black orb from her rucksack, depressing a button on it. The orb unraveled, taking on the curved shape of an umbrella as Viviane held it up to shield us.

      The fiery spheres tossed by Kenya and Aiyanna exploded mid-air, showering the street with tiny fireballs that set everything alight.

      The herd of trolls never had a chance.

      They were struck where they stood, their bodies instantly turned into pillars of ash.

      Bracing ourselves, we cowered as the fireballs slammed down onto Viviane’s shield, the street a few feet away from us so hot that the asphalt began to bubble.

      The heat was intense, but the shield held. Viviane clenched its handle as I held on too, lending her a hand. The fire swept over us like a wave, the air soon filled with ash and the stench of burning rubber and flesh.

      And then, as quickly as it began, the flames winked out and we were left to catch our breath, staring at the bodies of the trolls that resembled pictures of the corpses on Pompeii I’d once seen in a book.

      Viviane pulled the shield back. We gathered our gear and ran raggedly down the street as I listened to Kenya and Aiyanna chanting some kind of eerie-sounding mantra.

      The wind quickly picked up. I glanced back and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      There was a cyclone spinning down the street, a violent vortex that was sucking up  anything not bolted down.

      Cars, trash dumpsters, even a few errant monsters out for an evening stroll were flung up into the heavens.

      “HURRY!” I screamed, turning, spotting the green door up ahead.

      Celine grabbed at the handle, but the door was padlocked shut.

      Fa’Najae snapped the lock off and I took a step, but couldn’t move.

      My body was no longer on the ground.

      I seemed to be levitating, my body being pulled up into the air, the vortex’s currents wrenching me around and up when—

      Hands grabbed and pulled me through the green door, which slammed shut as the vortex crashed into it.

      I threw my hands up defensively as the door shattered and darkness washed over everything.
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      The force of the vortex smashed the door in and flung me down a stairwell. It felt like I’d been trapped in the world’s worst undertow as I rolled over, crashing sounds ricocheting off the walls as they partially collapsed.

      I lay there for several seconds, woozy, my equilibrium off.

      Pushing myself up, I stumbled, fell, then saw that the vortex had indeed brought down sections of the ceiling and walls so that I was trapped underground, like the victim of some mining disaster.

      A moan got my attention and I squinted to see Viviane lying ten feet away, her upper body covered by a small mound of debris.

      Her briefcase and rucksack lay near her outstretched hand, which quivered. I moved over and shoved aside the debris.

      “I told her,” Viviane mumbled, her eyes still closed. “I told Fa’Najae not to screw with those two lunatics.”

      Her eyes opened. “Where are we?”

      “Underground.”

      “I know that,” she replied. “Where are the others?”

      “Don’t know. Whatever that spell was, it knocked half of the building down.”

      I grabbed her arm and gently assisted her. She still had her gloves on, and her white clothing was powdered by khaki dust. One of the lenses on her librarian glasses was cracked.

      She removed the glasses and her eyes took on a hard sheen, glowing orange for several seconds. “Where’s my stuff?” she asked. “The briefcase and bag?”

      I pointed to the briefcase and rucksack which she pulled in close to her. Then she emptied the contents of the rucksack, which revealed several of the automatons from her workshop had been destroyed during the cave-in, including the metal bird.

      She cursed under her breath, lining up the objects that remained undamaged, which included a circle of polished black wood, three more silver light sticks, a tiny brass machine that resembled a Tonka truck, and another that resembled a small spider. She counted and recounted the items several times.

      “This is all because of you,” she ventured.

      “I didn’t do it.”

      She placed the objects back in the rucksack then checked out the briefcase, which was in one piece. “I was just fine, living in my house, minding my own damn business when you guys showed up.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry is what you say when you forget to lift the lid on a toilet. It doesn’t cut it in this situation.”

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “How come you left the Sicarii?”

      She removed her glasses and squinted. “We are not doing this right now and it’s none of your business.”

      “Seeing that we’re being hunted by dragons and other monsters, I’m pretty sure it is my business.”

      She opened her mouth to respond. Something screamed off in the distance, causing both of us to tense.

      “We need to get out of here,” Viviane said.

      I pulled out the map and did my best to ascertain where the tunnel down into the ground might be, but there was so much dust and debris that everything looked the same. Still, I spotted the general vicinity where I believed the tunnel might be and dropped to my knees, clawing at the rock and dirt, fighting to dig us out.

      “That’s gonna take forever,” Viviane said. “I’ve got an easier way. Move aside.”

      I did and she opened the briefcase, removed the syringe filled with flux, and dropped a bead onto the machine that resembled a small spider.

      The machine clicked to life, expanding, pulsing with life. Somehow, it seemed to multiply, internal chambers opening up, new metal legs emerging, slotting together until the thing was soon the size of a small dog. Recessed panels opened and spinning, whirring blades of the circular variety emerged.

      The machine set upon the pile of rock blocking the area where I believed the tunnel was, chewing into the debris as bits of rock filled the air along with a gritty cloud of dust.

      In mere moments, the machine had carved a hole through the rock that was barely large enough for us to crawl through. Following Viviane, I pressed my arms close to my sides and wormed through it.

      We emerged on the other side to find ourselves in the middle of an immense cross-section of sanitary sewer pipe that was large enough for us to crouch in. The air was suffused with the odor of rotten eggs and there was a good four inches of soupy blackwater at our feet, just enough to soak my shoes.

      Viviane folded the spider machine up and dropped it into the rucksack. Then we placed our hands on the walls of the pipe and moved to the left, heading down into the ground, lost in our thoughts.

      “Don’t do anything that might cause a spark,” I said after several moments of silence.

      “Why not?”

      “Because what you smell is methane.”

      “How do you know so much about the underground part of the city?”

      “I’m a cop and a diver. I’ve spent most of my career coming down here to haul out bodies or find things that somebody wanted to forget about.”

      “What makes you want to find the dead?”

      “For starters, it’s in my blood. My old man is still on the force back in Michigan. I used to watch him when I was little, and he was beat down most of the time. Like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. But every so often he’d do something important y’know? Someone would go missing and he’d disappear for days and then he’d come back and there’d be this wonderful light in his eyes.”

      “Because he found them alive?”

      I shook my head. “Because he found the body. Because he gave the family the most important thing there is. Closure.”

      “Then you’re not so different from Celine and Fa’Najae. They too have dedicated their lives to service in the name of the Sicarii.”

      “What about you?”

      “I don’t know what I am anymore,” she replied. “Things were easier in the days before. I remember when there was no fighting, no worries about the Yarrow or the shadow-dwellers, when all of the flatlands were forest. When we were like sisters running through the trees, watching the moonlight fall over the river that was so full of fish you could use their backs as a bridge to move from one side to the other.”

      “That was hundreds of years ago.”

      She nodded.

      “How old are you?”

      “Haven’t you ever heard it’s not polite to ask a lady her age?”

      Before I could answer, a rumbling sound filled the pipe.

      “What…what is that?” she asked.

      I knew exactly what it was. It was the nightly flush, the moment when the city’s primary pumps pushed all of the sludge from the other lines down into the main lagoon so that it could be treated and rerouted to a secondary treatment facility.

      “We need to go, now,” I said.

      Viviane was impressive in full flight, able to dart through the pipe like a rat, her glowing eyes illuminating the path ahead.

      But for all of our rapid movement, the rumbling sound swelled behind us and the water was now up to my knees.

      “We’re almost there!” I shouted.

      Faster now, we were moving at a rapid clip, sloshing through the pipe, getting closer to our destination.

      I could see a faint light in the distance.

      The pipe opening to a much larger space.

      We were going to do it.

      We were going to make it down to the lagoon and then we’d—

      A tremor suddenly gripped the pipe and a new odor, foul and tidal, filled the air.

      It felt like an earthquake had ripped through the city.

      Viviane turned back to me. With a sinking feeling, I glanced over a shoulder and saw a wall of water rushing towards us.

      A wall of stinking, putrid water that surged forward like a tsunami.
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      I danced back seven or eight steps before the water slammed into me like a freight train. My screams were drowned out by the roar of the water as it shunted and then dragged me down, where I bounced off the walls of the pipe like a pinball.

      Sucked forward, I was jettisoned out of the end of the pipe, sent flying through the air toward an underground reservoir that spooled to a pair of underground channels that led through brick-walled tunnels.

      The discolored water rushed up to greet me. I did a belly-flop and sank like a sack of stones.

      Swollen with water, the reservoir was near peak capacity, easily ten or twelve feet deep.

      The water had a surprisingly swift current that drew me down. That’s where I ran into Viviane.

      Still clutching the rucksack, her foot was stuck in a section of curved piping that jutted out of the side of the reservoir. Snagging her hand, I reached down and dislodged her foot and we struggled up and breached the water.

      She spat out a mouthful of brown water. “The briefcase! I dropped the briefcase!”

      Weighted down by the sense that I was somehow responsible for everything, I sucked in a breath and dove back down, willing away the thoughts of just how many pathogens were floating in the murky water.

      Squinting, I bellied along the bottom of the reservoir, picking my way past a snarl of trash, several old tires, a generous collection of urban flotsam, and at least one pale, severed human hand. It didn’t faze me, however. I’d seen worse.

      Several feet later, I spotted the briefcase.

      Pinned to the reservoir wall by the current.

      Swimming sideways, I reached down and grabbed it, maneuvering my legs against the wall and pushing myself up.

      I broke the surface of the reservoir and held up the briefcase as a grin broke through Viviane’s somber expression. She smiled broadly and actually let out what sounded like a cheer.

      We met up and paddled down to the brick-lined channel on the right. The channel snaked through a subterranean passageway that I recognized and we followed its convolutions. One of the big reservoirs, the one where I believed the first auspicious piece to be, was only ten or fifteen minutes away by foot.

      There were a series of metal rungs bolted to the wall up ahead. We used them to haul ourselves out of the water onto a raised platform that disappeared through a shadowy archway.

      We shook the water from our clothes and Viviane wrung it from her mane of long, tawny hair, her wet clothes sticking to her like a second skin.

      “Thank you,” she said softly, laying a hand on my wrist.

      “Just doing my job.”

      She mustered a faint smile and a few seconds of silence fell. The more I looked at her, the more beautiful her unguarded face became.

      She set her rucksack down and opened the briefcase then began running her long fingers over the amber syringe and the Datamancer to make sure they were still intact. She began to remove every speck of dirt from the syringe as if it was part of some religious ritual, positioning, then repositioning it in the briefcase. My thoughts turned to the liquid in the syringe, what I’d been told was concentrated flux. I wondered what might happen if someone injected the liquid into their body.

      “I knew a mortal man much like you, once,” Viviane said.

      “What was his name?”

      “Tyler.”

      “What happened to him?”

      She pursed her lips, brooding, deep in contemplation. “He had trouble reconciling my true nature.”

      “What are you?”

      She lowered her eyes. “You mean besides an artificer?”

      I nodded. She said, “You don’t want to know.”

      “All I know is, from what I’ve seen you’re basically a combination of MacGyver and a runway model.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” she answered, looking up. “And I don’t think you fully understand what kind of capabilities I possess.”

      I gazed into her eyes and a moment passed between us. “So why don’t you tell me, Viviane?”

      She looked like she wanted to unburden herself, but then her eyes hardened and she shook her head. Whatever secrets she had, she wasn’t going to spill them to me. Not yet, at least. “I just…I can’t,” she finally offered.

      “How were you able to live among us? From what I can tell, your people aren’t supposed to be able to live with mine.”

      “Special dispensations can be had on occasion,” she replied. “And that’s all I want to say about any of that.”

      Something passed between us, and then Viviane placed a small object in the palm of my hand.

      The circle of black polished wood that resembled Celine’s goldeneye.

      “But…I don’t even know how to use it,” I said.

      “It’s not something that can be taught,” she said. “It’s something that is manipulated by feel, by intuition. Remember, intuition is nothing more than seeing with the soul.”

      “That’s deep,” I said.

      “I saw it on bumper sticker once.” She smirked and placed her hand on mine over the piece of wood. “It takes a while to get the feel for a mystical object but trust me, you’ll grow into it. When the time comes, you’ll know what to do.”

      She shouldered her rucksack. I grabbed the briefcase, and off we went.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We ran past colonies of rats that screeched and scuttled into the shadows. The air was charged and tanged with the scent of noxious fumes that were overpowering without a respirator. My eyes burned and my nose was on fire, but I continued on into the darkness.

      The roar of water built up ahead. I consulted the map to see that we were exactly where we needed to be.

      The map proved unnecessary because a BOOM! echoed up ahead and I knew in my gut that Celine and Fa’Najae were close.

      We rounded a bend and I spotted two forms toiling in the pitch. There was a series of flashes and another explosion and although the gloom was still deep, I could make out Fa’Najae hip-firing her rocket launcher—which is not the smartest thing to do when you’re underground.

      They spotted us and waved their arms. “They followed us!” Celine shouted. “Kenya and Aiyanna!”

      “But I’ve got them blocked in!” Fa’Najae said. “I blasted the walls down!”

      “What about the pipes?” I asked as she fired another rocket back into the passageway, where it detonated with a concussive blast.

      “What pipes?”

      “The whole placed is crisscrossed with them.”

      Fa’Najae’s face fell. “Shit.”

      “What?”

      “I think I just blew most of them up.”

      The walls shook. We didn’t wait for the reverberations to settle. We flung ourselves sideways in unison, sprinting down another passage that I knew led to the lagoon.

      Slashing through the murk, we passed an ancient bronze-colored statue of a woman pinned to a wall, Saint Barbara, the patron saint of tunnelers, miners, and others who work underground and with explosives. The object had been left by the hardhats who’d winnowed out the underground spaces over the years.

      The sloping ground soon became incredibly slippery. I tried to slow myself, but it was too late. I tripped and fell back into the ladies, and we collapsed in a heap and began sliding down the decline.

      With every foot, we picked up speed and in seconds the walls were blurring past as we zigged and zagged until a light grew up ahead.

      Shooting down over the decline, I clawed at the ground, struggling for purchase, but there were no handholds and then the ground dropped away beneath me as—

      WHUMP!

      Something grabbed the back of my shirt and stopped me from falling.

      Falling into the massive, octagonal reservoir slash lagoon that lay ten feet under me.

      I dangled there like a marionette. Then Viviane’s silver light stick flew into the air and landed on a shelf on the wall on the opposite side of the lagoon. It provided just enough light to see that the water was dark and dotted with floating aerators, roiled by a half-dozen sections of conduit that fed into it from several sections of the city.

      I’d been here before and I knew the lagoon well. This is where I’d come to retrieve the body of a small-time criminal, an informant who’d been rubbed out when he agreed to testify against the head of a criminal syndicate.

      Given the conditions and amount of dirty water pouring into the lagoon, that job had been difficult, but I’d done it. Of course, I'd also had my full set of scuba gear which made things much easier. But this time? If what we needed was indeed at the bottom of the lagoon, one of us, probably me, would have to dive into the pool.

      In the darkness.

      And without any gear of any kind.
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      Throwing my hands back, I felt the cold slick surface of the lagoon walls, my head canting to see Viviane.

      She was holding onto my jacket collar.

      Fa’Najae had her hand wrapped around Viviane’s wrist and Celine, who’d somehow managed to snag onto a metal bolt on the side of the wall, was clutching Fa’Najae, keeping us all from tumbling down into the water.

      Celine bared her teeth and pulled back as Fa’Najae scrabbled and dug her long nails into the joints on the lagoon walls, pulling herself up onto a ledge. Viviane did the same, slowly dragging me up as I struggled to climb, but eventually, I found a handhold and steadied myself.

      Viviane pulled out a small metal device that resembled a keyfob, which she called the Diviner, and snapped it on. The light from the object filled the space, highlighting two things: a small, glowing object at the bottom of the lagoon, and a form that was ghosting through the water like a shark.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked.

      “It’s what we came for,” Celine answered. “The Adamas.”

      “I didn’t mean that. I meant…that!” I said pointing at the shadowy form which surfaced to reveal a gorgeous, pale woman with dark hair, yellow cat eyes, and a green tail that swished back and forth.

      “Oh, that. That’s just a mermaid,” Fa’Najae said as I handed the briefcase, which I was still clutching, to Viviane.

      “Siren oceanus,” Celine added.

      “Sometimes they get stuck down here.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      And then the beautiful woman’s features distorted into something terrible, demonic. Her mouth pulled back at an impossible angle and what looked like tentacles with teeth shot out from inside her black mouth.

      “Hey! What the hell? I thought mermaids were supposed to be hot!”

      “You’ve been reading too many stories,” Fa’Najae said.

      Viviane nodded. “Everyone knows mermaids cause shipwrecks and drag sailors to their deaths. What movies have you been watching?”

      “Splash.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      I was readying to ask what the plan was and then I heard the unmistakable sound of water—a shitload of water—a roaring torrent of waste and runoff rushing down through the chamber we’d just trod.

      Glancing up, I caught sight of the water as it spewed out of the wall, somehow missed the ladies, and struck me full-force in the chest.

      The force of the blow sent me pinwheeling down into the lagoon.

      My arms windmilled and then I crashed face-first into the water, which was cold and slimy, like the scales on a fish.

      The strangest thing is that I knew I was not alone.

      What I mean by that is even if I hadn’t seen the mermaid from up top, I still would have felt her.

      I resolved myself to ignore the her. I’d come this far, and I’d damned if I let some lady with a tail stop me from grabbing the Adamas.

      Gulping air, I dove, fighting my way toward the bottom of the lagoon. With every foot I covered, I could sense a presence closing, gaining on me, but I didn’t turn around. I couldn’t.

      My plan was to grab the edge of the 50-gallon metal drum I could see down below me, then locate and grab the Adamas and get the hell out of Dodge.

      Easier said than done.

      I flapped my arms and sliced through the water, grabbing the drum, looking in every direction. That’s when I caught sight of something peripherally.

      A flash of metal.

      Slithering over the barrel, I crawled forward, the water stinging my eyes, burning my nose. I had eight seconds, maybe less, before I’d have to surface.

      Where the hell was that mermaid?

      Farther now, the metal object was just up ahead.

      My right arm ratcheted out, my fingers dancing off the end of the metal object. A bar, a rod of some kind. A perfectly ordinary looking piece of nothing. Had we really come this far for that? I worried that maybe we’d made a mistake, that perhaps I’d been wrong or the object I was reaching for wasn’t really what we’d come for.

      My fingers wrapped around the bar and I pulled it out of the muck, spinning my body, looking up as another face peered eerily back at me.

      It was the mermaid.

      Only it wasn’t her at all, it couldn’t be, for the creature hovering over me was achingly beautiful.

      Wide soulful eyes were set in an exquisitely-featured face that looked carved from marble.

      And her lips! Bulbous, but somehow refined and shockingly red in the filthy water. Her mouth was open, and she beckoned me with a long, wand-like finger.

      I was mesmerized by her beauty. She mouthed words, asking me to hand over what was in my hand.

      I shook my head and the mermaid’s face distorted.

      Gone were the beautiful features, replaced by a twisted visage, a hag complete with an oversized mouth that pulled back to reveal two rows of teeth that looked taken from the mouth of a shark.

      Her calm eyes became frenzied and she dove at me as I swam laterally.

      I breached the water and gasped for air, listening to the shouts of Celine and the others. I flung the Adamas up at them as the mermaid grabbed my ankle and pulled me back down.

      The first thing I saw was the sinister wink of light from her talons as they reached for my throat.

      Bringing my knees up into my chest, I pushed her back and then fumbled for the wooden disc that Viviane had given me.

      Hoping like hell the thing would work when wet, I plucked the disc out and rubbed my fingers over it.

      Intuition, that was all I needed. Wasn’t that what Viviane has said?

      A fist struck my chin and I dropped the wooden disc!

      The wooden sphere fluttered down. I swung my hands, but couldn’t grab it. The hideous mermaid opened her mouth and bit down as I stiff-armed her, barely avoiding her teeth.

      She attacked and I retreated, following after the wooden disc which she spotted. The monster moved incredibly fast through the water and blurred past me, grabbing the wooden disc as I grabbed a fistful of her lank hair.

      Fuck intuition. It was time for some good, old-fashioned violence.

      I bashed the mermaid’s head into the side of the lagoon. She released the piece of wood which I grabbed, and swam back up toward the surface.

      The bitch pursued, and I pulled the disc around and rubbed my fingers over its smooth exterior.

      Nothing happened.

      Cursing Viviane, I steeled myself, trying to figure out all the ways I’d try and defend myself when something began shooting off bubbles.

      It was the wooden disc.

      Somehow, some way, it was reconfiguring itself, the thing's tiny inner workings revving up as I did my best to focus on the device, trying to imagine what weapon I'd choose given the situation.

      A knife, a sword, a spear, something that could shoot underwater!

      The wood refashioned itself into a short, stubby handgun.

      I blinked and brought the gun up, but the mermaid was gone.

      Her tail was the only thing I saw, slapping the water, creating a cloud of debris that obscured visibility.

      Swimming up, I gulped for air and then dove back down, paddling sideways, gun out, ready for anything.

      I didn’t have long to wait.

      The mermaid rocketed up out of the depths as I paddled down to meet her.

      Suddenly, a body dropped into the water.

      It was Celine!

      She slammed into the mermaid and the two began thrashing about, clawing, punching, biting at each other.

      The water churned, Celine and the mermaid eerily silhouetted by the glow of the silver light stick.

      I aimed my gun but couldn’t get off a good shot as Celine kicked her feet, sluicing through the water like a seal. The series of slash marks I’d seen on her before opened into what looked like full-on gills as Celine vroomed through the water like Michael Phelps on steroids. For a moment, her lower body seemed to lengthen until it resembled a large otter or seal.

      The mermaid chased and the two continued to pummel each other. The mermaid jerked back and whipped her tail, releasing a flurry of black darts the size of sewing needles that churned the water.

      Celine took evasive action, contorting her body in an effort to miraculously avoid the darts. The mermaid readied to fire another round of darts and as she did, she exposed herself. Her stomach came into focus and I knew the moment was at hand.

      She brought her tail back. I took aim at her belly and pulled the trigger on my gun.

      There was a flash of blue light and a whoosh of bubbles as a projectile flew from the end of it, hurtling through the water with all the force of a torpedo.

      It struck the mermaid just above her tail with enough force to whipsaw her out of the lagoon.

      She vanished from sight, leaving a cloud of bubbles.

      Surfacing a final time, I witnessed the mermaid’s final moments as she sailed through the air, coming to a stop against the wall at the far end of the lagoon.

      Apparently, mermaids have blue blood like horseshoe crabs, because the thing’s body had broken apart upon impact, leaving a gooey, blue slick on the wall.

      The sound of clapping got my attention. I looked up to see Viviane and Fa’Najae peering down at me.

      “You couldn’t have helped?”

      Fa’Najae smirked. “That’s what Celine was for. Besides, you looked like you had it under control.”

      Celine surfaced next to me, looking utterly spent from the ordeal.

      “You can swim like nobody’s business,” I said.

      “I’ve got hollow bones like a fish. They let me float most of the time and move briskly through the water. I could’ve handled the mermaid, by the way, but…thanks for the assist.”

      “Happy to help,” I said, reaching out a hand that she took. “Got so used to retrieving bodies and evidence out of the water, I forgot what it felt like to physically take a bad guy down.”

      The others helped us up and then we moved gingerly down a narrow ledge.

      Fa’Najae stooped to examine the remains of the splattered mermaid. “Fuck me sideways.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I’m pretty sure this is one of Marella’s warriors.”

      “Who’s Marella?”

      “Queen of the mermaids,” Celine said.

      “So…it’s probably bad that we killed her, huh?”

      “Where’s the whole ‘we’ thing coming from?” Fa’Najae asked. “You did the deed, ace.”

      I grimaced and turned my attention to the Adamas. I’d been expecting to experience something, but I held the rod in my hand with no great fanfare. It was a remarkably unremarkable artifact, a pewter-colored bar that bore no markings of any kind.

      “This is it?” I asked. “This is what we’re risking our lives for?”

      “Yep, a metal rod,” Fa’Najae said.

      “It’s a mystical pin, you ding-dongs,” Viviane said. “The very object that purportedly holds the gears and fuses of the Numinous in place.”

      Celine mustered a smile. “One object down, two to go.”

      She took a step, then staggered to the side and collapsed.

      I was the closest to her and the first to see it.

      A small tributary of red spreading from under her.

      She wheezed and moved her arm, and that’s when I saw the object jutting out from her armpit.

      One of the darts fired by the mermaid had found its mark.

      I waved at the others. “She’s been shot!”
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      We crowded around Celine who began slipping in and out of consciousness. Fa’Najae instructed us to hold Celine down and we did as she withdrew the dart which was dark with Celine’s blood.

      Fa’Najae touched the end of the dart that wasn’t smeared with Celine’s blood with her tongue and spat out whatever she tasted.

      “Poison,” she hissed.

      “What do we do?”

      “We need to carry her.”

      “She needs a doctor,” I said.

      Fa’Najae nodded. “We need to take her to the vicus. She needs to see Enzo and Glam.”

      I grabbed the briefcase and Viviane’s rucksack as she and Fa’Najae put their arms under Celine and hoisted her up, the four of us moving briskly down another darkened corridor.

      “How much time do we have?”

      “Depends on how much poison she ingested,” Viviane said.

      “What does it do?”

      “Eventually, it’ll kill her,” Fa’Najae said. “But not before it changes her into something terrible. Only Enzo and Glam can help.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Enzo’s the elven proprietor of the Frolic and Detour,” Fa’Najae said. “A bar down in the vicus, the elf neighborhood. Glam’s what you might call an employee.”

      “Elves have bars?”

      She nodded vigorously. “Some of the best in the world.”

      We hooked a left at an intersection in the corridor and I spotted several mid-century civil defense signs I’d seen the last time I was underground. Taking the lead, I directed our movements and soon we had dropped down through a maintenance door and were on the lowest level of the city’s subway tracks.

      “Which way’s the bar?” I asked.

      Fa’Najae remained silent, roaming the tracks for several seconds, and then she pointed at something I would never have noticed. A faint marking on a wall, little more than a smudge that came into starker relief when Viviane flashed another one of her silver nightsticks at it.

      It was some kind of symbol.

      What looked like a stylized letter “A” merged with the letter “V.”

      “We’re in the right area,” Fa’Najae said.

      “You don’t remember the way?” I asked.

      “I was drunk the last time I came,” she replied.

      She sniffed the air and gestured to the right.

      Fifty paces later we were standing in front of what looked like a stagnant puddle, a collection of water on the gravel verge that lay beyond the tracks.

      “This is it,” Fa’Najae said.

      My brow furrowed. “I’m pretty sure this is a puddle.”

      “That’s what the elves use for doorways. It’s a whole ‘reflection of the two worlds’ kinda thing. It’s mystical.”

      “You better be right,” Viviane said. “Celine’s not looking good.”

      Fa’Najae registered this, then backtracked. She turned again then ran and jumped into the puddle, which magically expanded as she vanished from sight. Viviane did a double-take, then eased Celine down into the puddle and followed after her.

      I was the last to go, hopping into the water as the ground disappeared under my feet.

      The sensation was like diving off the high dive at the pool as I fell straight down, a strong light growing underfoot.

      Soon, the water took on the consistency of a gel and then I was falling again, spat out onto a chute where I landed with a thud.

      Before I could fully process what was happening, I was sliding again, the chute weaving through the earth. I could barely make out the forms of Viviane and the others below me and then their screams reverberated, and the chute ended, and I was falling again.

      Pitched forward into a pile of softest, most pliable material I’d ever felt.

      It was like landing in the middle of the world’s largest memory foam mattress.

      Rolling over, still holding onto the rucksack and briefcase, I came face-to-face with Fa’Najae, who smiled. “Helluva ride, wasn’t it?”

      Elbowing myself up, I saw two things: what appeared to be a city under the city I knew, complete with wide, lamp-lined streets and a patchwork of structures, and dozens of sets of yellow eyes.

      “What is this?” I whispered.

      “Elfapalooza,” Fa’Najae replied under her breath.

      I heard several words in what sounded like modulated English.

      “The ‘Mother Tongue,’ they call it,” Fa’Najae said of the words while pointing to my neck.

      “Sounds a little like English, but it’s affected by their larynxes which, like mine, have six anatomic components as opposed to your four.”

      Fa’Najae made a strange trilling sound and barked in the direction of an elf who barked back.

      A figure began cursing in a guttural voice and I observed what looked like a middle-aged elf in trousers and a kind of frock coat peering at me.

      The elf was narrow-shouldered with a cannonball gut, pointed ears, a tangle of greasy salt and pepper hair crowning his head, and the perpetual squint of a watchmaker. He held up a tiny lamp and pointed sideways to where a stone staircase could be seen.

      By way of greeting the elf said, “Ever heard of taking the fucking stairs?”

      “We didn’t know it was there,” Fa’Najae said.

      The elf squinted. “Who’s that? Fa’Najae? That you?”

      “Yep, the one and only.”

      “Glad to see you’ve taken a break from whoring around up on the flatlands.”

      “Fuck you, ’Zo.”

      “Gladly,” Enzo the elf said, grinning so widely his mouth looked like it was going to devour his head.

      Fa’Najae crawled over next to Viviane and helped her carry Celine down to the ground. Celine looked worse, much worse. Her flesh was pallid and her breathing was coming in shallow, ragged gasps.

      “Gods,” Enzo said, worry clouding his face. “What did you do to her?”

      “We didn’t do anything,” Fa’Najae replied. “We had a tussle with a mermaid and she was hit by a dart.”

      “Fucking water wenches,” Enzo said. “I can help her, but we don’t have much time. Let’s go. Follow me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We carried Celine down the middle of the main artery, brushing past dozens of elves and other mythological creatures as we headed into the vicus, the heart of the elf neighborhood which was several blocks of ramshackle buildings Viviane said were called canabae.

      Basically, a den of inequity, an elven red-light district.

      I peered into the open doors on some of the establishments to see that they housed a veritable gambler’s paradise: squat houses where games of chance were being played, bordellos, and one tall thin building with a sunken landing where elves were tossing coins and paper money down into a pit as two green-bearded dragons the size of pugs battled to the death like some twisted cock-fight.

      Beyond this were several indoor gardens where I saw elven men and women stooped over raised planting bends, tending to row upon row of red and white mushrooms.

      “That’s the elves’ main cash crop. A funky kind of ‘shroom with a high-level of ‘cords,’ cordyceps,” Fa’Najae whispered.

      “What is that?”

      “Something enjoyed by all of the Good Folk. The cord’s got crazy medicinal properties and is the reason most of us live so long. Among other things, it slows down the aging process.”

      I gaped around. “How old is this place?”

      “Fairly new,” said Fa’Najae. “Only two hundred years old or so.”

      “It’s built atop a much older city,” said Viviane, overhearing us. “The old quarter was partially destroyed during the Sect Wars.”

      “Sex Wars?”

      “Sect,” she replied, correcting me.

      Enzo stopped and looked back. “A dark time when elf rose up against elf. When the caste was finally overturned and Stikeleather and his tribe humbled.”

      “Enzo was knee-deep in it,” Fa’Najae said. “They had a nickname for him back in the day.”

      “That’s enough of that, Fa’Najae,” Enzo said, trying to shush her.

      She grinned. “The ‘Full Metal Elf.’”

      “Cool name. How’d you get it?” I asked.

      “None of your fucking business,” the elf replied.

      “You got something against me?”

      “You’re mortal. Aside from jazz and Mountain Dew, your kind ain’t never produced anything of value.”

      “What about grief and misery?” Fa’Najae asked. “Those are kinds of things.”

      Enzo mimed zipping her lip and she did as we plodded forward, passing several pods of elves who cast withering stares in my direction or told me to go back where I came from.

      Up ahead was a metal sign etched with strange symbols that adorned the summit of a squat structure hacked into the side of a wall that appeared to be made from stone, wood, and repurposed sheets of metal. The sign was lit by a dozen votives hanging from a length of wire near the roofline.

      The building’s interior was dank, dimly lit and empty.

      “I thought this place was a bar,” I blurted out.

      Enzo shot me a withering look. “I can’t hear you.”

      “What?”

      “I’m the vicomagistri, the district overseer, and you ain’t supposed to see me during the liminal hour, round eyes.”

      “He’s with us,” said Viviane. “He’s helped us get this far.”

      “And get Celine all shot up in the process, eh?”

      Enzo turned and whistled and two elves appeared from the rear of the room. They tapped the walls and hidden compartments sprang open, revealing lengths of hidden chain. The elves grabbed the chains and tugged down on them as the roof separated to reveal a massive set of wooden stairs that unfolded and came down like a drawbridge.

      Enzo motioned for us to follow him up and we did, emerging onto an upper chamber that had the vibe of an elven speakeasy.

      On one side of the space was a bar, what looked like a log sawed in half that was propped atop some cinderblocks, and on the right was a cluster of small chairs and a wooden dais upon which was chained another green bearded dragon that Viviane said was a baby basilisk, this one the size of a miniature pinscher. The elves who were around scattered upon seeing us as the stairs were cranked back into place.

      “This way!” Enzo shouted, “bring her this way!”

      We followed his lead and laid Celine down atop the bar as Enzo moved about the room, snapping on a series of small gas lamps that hung from the walls on rusted metal arms. The room was soon alight with a faint reddish glow which allowed me to watch Enzo open his frock coat partially and remove a pair of tiny glasses, and one of a series of well-worn animal-skin pouches that dangled from a thick belt.

      Enzo climbed up onto the bar, slotted the glasses behind his ears, and thrust his fingers into one of the pouches. His fingers were smeared in pink dust that he began rubbing on Celine's wound.

      She reacted, bucking, shaking her head, grimacing.

      Her eyes opened, then closed again.

      “How bad is it?” I asked.

      “It ain’t good,” the elf said. “Thank the heavens she ain’t a mortal or she’d already be going on to her reward.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means the Good Folk possess both somatic mutations and gametic mutations. Somatic are mutations acquired after birth and gametic is shit you were born with. Creatures like Celine have gametic protectors, the ability to self-heal depending on the severity of the wound. Her body’s fighting the poison, but it might not be enough.”

      Fa’Najae grimaced. “Don’t tell me…”

      Enzo nodded. “We need to call on her.”

      Fa’Najae’s blanched, her eyes going huge. “Nope, hell no—”

      “It’s the only way,” Enzo replied. “I can’t cure her. Glam’s the only one who has the necessary skills to save Celine’s life.”

      “What?” I asked Viviane as Fa’Najae grimaced. “What’s going on?”

      “They’re going to get Glam.”

      “What’s a Glam?”

      “You mean ‘who’? Glam’s what some classify as a Wonder, along with sprites, elves, trolls, and all others belonging to several genera of the family faunus.”

      “What?”

      “She’s a woodland creature….a rather…unorthodox fairy. The original mortal word for a spell was glam or glamour, hence her name. Unfortunately, there’s some bad blood between her and Fa’Najae.”

      “Why?”

      “She stole one of Fa’Najae’s lovers.”

      “That’s a fucking lie,” Fa’Najae said, looking over. “That little pipsqueak couldn’t take candy from an elven baby.”

      “The truth hurt, Fa’Najae?” a female voice cooed as I spotted something sparkly flitting through the air at the back of the bar.

      The creature, which looked like the bastard spawn of a hummingbird and a centerfold, dipped and darted through the air, trailed by a stream of golden dust. She buzzed past me, resplendent in a sage-colored tracksuit that barely contained her large breasts and toned legs. She couldn’t have been more than ten inches in height, but Glam was a looker. She had high cheekbones, plump lips, slightly slanted eyes, ears that were cropped and swept back next to her strawberry-colored hair that was so tightly coiled on her head that it resembled a serpent waiting to strike.

      “That’s her,” Viviane said softly. “What do you think?”

      “I think she looks like Tinker Bell on meth.”

      Glam zoomed past us and circled over Celine’s body, muttering something I couldn’t understand. Enzo nodded and tugged down Celine’s membrane to reveal the wound, which was oozing blood and glowing a ghastly purple color.

      Celine’s features were changing too, the muscles and bones in her face and body reforming, tissue rearranging. Her jaw distended, her gums bleeding as fangs erupted. Purple tributaries, what I reckoned was the poison, snaked under her flesh and I knew if somebody didn’t do something soon, the Celine I’d known would be gone forever.

      “Lucky you got here when you did,” Enzo said. “She’d have turned for sure in the next ten or fifteen minutes.”

      Hovering over the wound, Glam lowered herself and her face distorted, a long, tube-like appendage appeared that resembled the proboscis on a mosquito. I watched, awestruck, as Glam began sucking what I supposed was poison from the wound.

      She sucked for several seconds, spat the mixture to the side, then resumed the sucking as Enzo held up a lamp for light.

      “Do what you do best, Glam,” Fa’Najae said. “Suck and spit.”

      Glam held up a middle finger as Viviane silenced Fa’Najae with an icy look. Turning, I noticed that the bar was full of other forms now, mostly elves, but a few other creatures with the heads of animals or tentacles—or both!—silently watching the proceedings.

      After removing the poison, Glam’s face returned to normal and she began spinning gossamer, almost like spider’s silk, into a patch that she licked and fixed around the wound. The color almost instantly returned to Celine’s cheeks, the purple tributaries vanished, her features reformed, and slowly, very slowly, she opened her eyes.

      The elves and other creatures at the back of the bar cheered as Celine sat up and coughed. She looked ragged and utterly spent, but was very much alive. I moved over and was surprised by the emotional look in her eyes.

      “Wha-what happened?”

      “You’re alive,” I whispered. “They saved you.”

      Everyone hugged and then Enzo clapped his hands. Two burly elves took Celine’s hands and gave her water while ushering her into a room at the back of the bar.

      Glam smiled, satisfied, and smacked her hands together. She flew over and darted back and forth between us, batting her eyelashes. “Just like old times, huh?” the fairy said to Fa’Najae and Viviane in a voice that sounded vaguely European. “You fuck something up and I swoop in to save the day.”

      “I’d call you a bitch, Glam, but that would be a great disservice to the bitch community as a whole,” Fa’Najae replied as the fairy threw her head back and laughed.

      “Still jealous about Amaryllis?”

      “Please,” Fa’Najae said. “I’d already had my way with him multiple times.”

      “The same could be said of every male and a few females from here to the great hall of the troll king.”

      A fire danced in Fa’Najae eyes. “Take that back, you little runt.”

      “Make me,” the fairy replied, bobbing up and down, fists up and ready to fight.

      “Ladies, ladies. At ease, at ease,” Enzo said. “We’re all on the same team.”

      “The hell we are,” Glam shot back, flicking a wrist at Fa’Najae. “We’re not part of your silly little group.”

      “Sicarii,” Fa’Najae hissed. “The team you tried out for and didn’t make.”

      Glam drew a circle of dust in the air. “Whatever.”

      Enzo waddled over and defused the situation. Then he ordered Glam and Fa’Najae to apologize to each other which they reluctantly did. Next, he went around the bar, introducing everyone. Most had strange elven names that I had zero chance of remembering.

      “Everybody, this is Kai. As you can see, he’s a fucking mortal.”

      “Was the ‘fucking’ part absolutely necessary?” I whispered.

      Enzo nodded. “They’ve all come down from the flatlands to join us for a little rest and relaxation and there won’t be any sharp words or conflict. Ain’t that right, Fa’Najae?”

      Fa’Najae glared at Glam, then nodded.

      “Excellent,” Enzo said, clapping his hands together. “Then let bygones be bygones as we celebrate saving the life of one of our own.”

      The elves cheered again. Enzo moved over to me, Fa’Najae, and Viviane. “We don’t have time for a party,” Viviane said.

      Enzo’s face was creased with worry. He pointed toward the ceiling. “I don’t know what you’ve done and frankly I don’t wanna know, but the word is they’re up there looking for you. The Yarrow’s killers.”

      “How do you know?”

      “How do I not know? I’m like God down here, Viviane. I got eyes and ears everywhere. Trust me when I say the best thing for your long-term health and welfare is to lay low for a while. Rest a spell and recharge your batteries with food and drink.”

      “But the second piece of the Numinous—” I said, as Enzo silenced me with a look.

      “Whatever it is you’re after can wait,” the rotund elf said. “You hear me, boy? You’ll be safe here for a goodly while. From what I know they got no way of tracking you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      There’s a line from an old Thin Lizzy rock song about the boys being back in town and how the drink’s gonna flow and blood’s gonna spill and if people want to fight, you better damned well let them. That’s kind of how it was at the Frolic and Detour.

      By that I mean elves are a raucous, hell-raising bunch and within ten minutes of Celine being saved, the booze and other goodies were being passed around. Two kegs were chopped open and tankards of acorn mash and dandelion wine were passed around. Next came sheets of hammered metal that were dusted with white lines of ‘Drake,’ some sort of mandrake powder that Enzo said, once snorted, would put some steel in one’s sword.

      I didn’t partake of the root, but the other elves hoovered it up. Soon enough, fights were breaking out and some of the elves were making out and doing other things at the margins of the bar. The booze continued to flow. I took a long pull from my mug, tossing back an amber-colored hooch that smelled of meat, cloves, and fire. It tickled the back of my throat and made me warm all over before I began sampling some of their food, including a thick porridge that smelled of cloves that all of them seemed to enjoy.

      A cloud of gold dust showered me and I blinked to see Glam hovering in front of me, holding the tiniest tankard I’d ever seen.

      “You’ve got a big one,” Glam said.

      “Excuse me?”

      Her wings fluttered hypnotically as she pointed at my mug and grinned. “The mug, I meant.”

      “It gets the job done.”

      “I’ll bet,” she replied, grabbing my belt, trying to peek down my pants. “So how and why are you here, Kai?”

      “I’m a seer,” I said, swatting her away, wary of how much to reveal to her. My eyes darted around, but I couldn’t make out anyone in the semi-darkened bar, especially since Glam had put the tankard down and was spinning her hands in circles, releasing plumes of pink dust that she blew in my face.

      “Do you even know what that means?”

      “I can experience the liminal hour.”

      She smiled. “A seer can do far more than that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Follow me and I’ll show you.”
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      Glam and I moved toward the side of the bar and Glam waved her hand as a wooden panel opened to reveal an inner passage.

      “Won’t the others be looking for us?” I asked.

      “Doubtful. It’s the first time they’ve been together in ages.”

      “What broke up the band?”

      She zoomed around my head and hovered several inches beyond my nose. “Those three had worked on special projects for the Sicarii for ages, doing the grunt work that people tend to overlook. When you’ve been together for that long, you tend to get bored. Viviane was given special dispensation to venture to the flatlands, to do some reconnaissance, and there she met a mortal man.”

      “She told me.”

      “The others, particularly Fa’Najae, didn’t like it. An ultimatum was given and she chose to live among your kind.”

      I registered this as I stooped while entering a passage that flowed into another room, a huge semicircular chamber.

      Glam buzzed near the roof, waving her fingers to ignite a series of candles to light the space. On the wood-paneled walls were a collection of objects: a worn circle of animal hide, a charred nub of wax, several daggers made from polished wood, and an ax with a long white handle that looked carved from an animal bone.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “A memory chamber.”

      “Whose?”

      “Enzo’s.”

      I scrutinized the objects on the wall, paying particular attention to the ax. “May I?”

      She nodded. I removed the ax from the wall. It was surprisingly heavy, the bone having a texture that was not unlike sandpaper. I held it up to the light and saw that the blade wasn’t black at all; rather, the top portions had been stained black. By what? Paint? No, blood.

      “That was Enzo’s,” Glam said of the ax. “It’s a totem, a reminder of when he used it in the attack on Meggido.”

      “What’s Meggido?”

      “Another name for the Dark Quarter. The pit where the Yarrow was exiled after the first war.”

      “What happened?”

      “The attack was unsuccessful.”

      I wanted to know more, but she didn’t volunteer any additional information so I turned my attention back to the ax. “What does this have to do with me being a seer?”

      “Everything,” Glam said, spinning near the roof. “You can see, but now you must learn to discern the omens.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Glam waved her hands and the lights went out.

      The chamber was plunged into darkness and the only sound was my ragged breathing. “Okay, not funny, Glam.”

      Something slammed into my back, knocking me to the ground. “Hey! What the hell?”

      “You have to learn to witness with your mind, Kai,” Glam said, her voice seeming to come from all over. “A true seer has the ability to see through shadows.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      I stood and was struck in the chest, doubling me over. Elbowing myself up, I waited for my eyes to adjust to the gloom. Then I closed my eyes and crouched but something knocked me off balance and I pitched to the ground.

      Rolling over, I hopped to my feet. A nearly imperceptible sound reverberated from somewhere far overhead. The kind of note made by a guitar string when it’s kissed by a summer breeze.

      I sensed a disturbance in the air and drew my hands in front of my face, deflecting something that nearly smashed me in the mouth.

      Eyes still closed, I wheeled around and threw a punch, landing a blow against something that had the bulk of a bird’s breast.

      The candles flamed to life and there was Glam, lying on her back, staring up at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, realizing I’d likely struck her. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

      She grinned, flew into the air with a whoosh, and in an explosion of gold dust, her body transformed into that of a normal-sized woman.

      Landing on the balls of her feet.

      “How did you do that?”

      She responded by doing a pirouette and then kicking me in the gut.

      I flew back, grabbing my torso as she launched a furious attack.

      Punch.

      Kick.

      Shriek.

      Repeat.

      She was a blur of chopping arms and legs. I did my best to counter her blows, but she was too fast. That’s when it struck me.

      The darkness.

      Yes!

      I’d actually been more successful against her in the darkness.

      Leaping up, I snuffed out the candles, closed my eyes and waited. Sensing her presence, I reared back as she punched the air near my head. Again and again she struck out, barely missing me. Sensing that my moment had come, I charged into the murk, lowering a shoulder.

      I hit paydirt, jackhammering into her chest.

      She let out a puff of air as my momentum caused me to drive her onto the floor.

      The candles burst to life and there we were, entangled like lovers, our chests rising and falling, our faces roped with sweat.

      “Remind me to never follow you into a darkened room again,” I muttered.

      She kissed me, long and hard. Her lips were warm and salty and I wanted another taste, but she pulled back and tapped me on the head. “You have ample strength, dexterity, and strong mental acuity. You’ve got skills, as your kind is fond of saying.”

      “It’s my police training.”

      “It’s a little more than that. I can sense that you’ve got an unusual ability to harness the omens.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Before she could respond, Fa’Najae shouted for us. Glam whispered something in a foreign tongue and her body convulsed before returning to its previous, miniature size. We headed back through the inner passage to see Fa’Najae searching for us.

      “There you two are,” she said.

      “We got lost,” I lied.

      She reached a finger out and wiped a line of sweat from my neck. “I’ll bet.”

      “He’s a big boy, Fa’Najae,” Glam said.

      “I sure hope so.”

      “Which means he’s not marked or taken.”

      “You couldn’t handle him.”

      “I’m small, but I could rock his world,” Glam replied.

      “You two do know I can hear you, right?”

      Fa’Najae frowned. “Ignore her. There’s a reason why we call sprites and fairies Wonders. Because you wonder why the fuck anyone lets them hang around.”

      Glam held up her tiny hands as if she was about to throw a punch. “Don’t throw the ‘W’ word around. You know damned well that Wonder is a slur bestowed on us by the mortals.”

      “If the shoe fits.”

      Fa’Najae took my hand and Glam cocked a thumb at her. “Be careful around this one. She bites.”

      “Only if I’m asked to,” Fa’Najae replied as we returned to the bar and Glam flew off across it. “Be grateful I came to your rescue,” she muttered. “Glam’s been known to lead many a man astray.”

      “Is that why you two don’t get along?”

      She shook her head. “It’s more complicated than that. Shifters and Wonders have never really been chummy. It’s a cultural thing. That’s one thing the Good Folk share with mortals. We all share the same space, but nobody can seem to get along.”

      I nodded and stood back, watching the elves party.

      “What do you think of the place, Kai?”

      “It’s pretty cool.”

      “Every part of the underground has its own quarter. The elves live here, the monsdrakanas—the creatures with dragon blood—live somewhere else, the faunus have their own underground forest called the The Wither. It goes on and on …”

      “How long has it all been here?”

      “Since the time of the first war. Your kind was victorious so we moved underground, and in the waking hours you built your cities on top of us.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about. To the victors go the spoils.”

      “Does it make you angry?”

      She shook her head. “Some of the others are still pissed about it, but I’ve never known any other way. Besides, there are far more of your people than ours and we have our thing here.”

      “But the Yarrow doesn’t see it like that, does he?”

      She shook her head. “The Yarrow won’t bend a knee to the mortal world, which is why it has a small but fervent following among the shadow-dwellers, the dead-enders. I suppose there’s something appealing about choosing to reign in hell rather than serve in heaven.”

      Somebody started stomping out a tune over at the other end of the bar and several elves picked up instruments and began pounding out a song. I was buzzed from the strong drink and the music was so loud, Fa’Najae had to whisper in my ear. As she drew close to me, she wrapped her hand around my midsection, her fingers dancing across my abs, as I gripped the rucksack and briefcase.

      “I forgot to say thanks,” she said.

      “For what?”

      “Pretty much everything. I had my doubts about you initially, Kai, but you proved me wrong.”

      “I aim to please.”

      She laughed and fired a finger gun at me. “Would you like to see the other floors in the bar?”

      “There’s more than this?”

      She grinned. “You have no idea.”
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      Fa’Najae took my hand and we slid through a side door, moving across a catwalk that connected it to a spiral staircase. At the top of it was a long, narrow lounge shrouded in smoke and incense that dulled my senses.

      I moved between forms some of which were monstrous with Shiva-style multiple arms, others that were vaguely humanoid. Still more were something in between, sporting long tails, tentacles, and short cropped wings.

      Off to the left was another bar and to the right a stage where several monster women, including a brace of creatures that looked like the offspring of forest creatures and humans, cavorted to the sound of a brassy band.

      “This is my kind of place,” Fa’Najae cooed into my ear.

      “What about the others?” I asked.

      “What about them?”

      “Where are they?”

      “Off doing their own thing.”

      The vibe in the lounge was darker, more dangerous. I watched most of those gathered snorting lines off the bar top or sticking syringes in their arms. Something moved between my legs. I looked down, expecting to see Fa’Najae’s hand, only to spot a whip-like tail.

      The woman attached to the tail was lithe, with the neck of a swan and feathery skin that was firm yet delicate. Her flesh was flawless, the color of burned copper, and when she smiled, her presence seemed to still the air. She leaned over and embraced Fa’Najae and the pair stood there, locked together, their tongues mingling.

      Fa’Najae extended a hand and before I knew what was happening, I was sandwiched between the two, holding onto the briefcase and rucksack, kissing Fa’Najae hungrily while the other monster woman ground against me. Fa’Najae’s mouth was hot and salty and she had a hungry look in her eyes as she grabbed my dick and bit my lip. I drew back. She grabbed me and I broke her grip. She stared at me, shocked, then I set the briefcase and rucksack down, reached for her and brought her in close. We kissed again as the other woman’s tail rubbed my sex.

      Then Fa’Najae grabbed my shirt as I picked up the briefcase and rucksack. She led me through a boisterous crush of revelers toward the back of the bar where we were confronted by a wall of frosted glass and an oval door.

      We passed through the doorway into a corridor lit by violet light. The hall was filled with a warren of rooms made out of what looked like Japanese shoji, translucent paper stretched over wooden frames.

      Silhouettes were visible on the other side of the paper, the unmistakable forms of things fucking although the details couldn’t be made out. I heard moans of pleasure and the sound of flesh being playfully slapped.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      She just grinned and led me into one of the rooms. It had a sunken space in the middle that was filled with what looked like gym equipment, along with a small basin filled with pieces of black stone. A small pitcher was next to the basin. After closing and locking the entry door, Fa’Najae poured the liquid in the pitcher onto the black stone which created a heavy steam with a strong vanilla scent that made it almost impossible to see.

      I set the briefcase and rucksack down, standing, dizzy from the strong scent, as a strange music began to play. It sounded vaguely Asian for a moment, heavy with plucked and bowed instruments, and then a deeper, more forceful backbeat rose up. Soon the music was throbbing from unseen speakers and then Fa’Najae appeared out of the steam like an apparition.

      She was completely nude aside from a pair of black leather boots that nearly kissed her knees. It was clear that she was ready for pleasure and I was more than happy to supply it.

      Moving her glorious body to the beat of the music, she grabbed my arms and positioned them down on her ass which I gave a firm squeeze. I also worked my fingers up and down her tail which caused her to moan as she helped me disrobe.

      Fa’Najae had a wild, feral look in her eyes which turned me on as she tugged off my underwear. She kissed my chest and admired my rock-hard cock. Then she lifted the small glass vial I’d seen before. She poured some of the liquid in the vial into her hand and then rubbed it across my balls.

      “More flux?” I asked.

      She nodded. “For extra strength. You’ll need it.”

      She then proceeded to deep-throat me several times while her tail, which seemed to have a mind of its own, drew circles around my nipples.

      I pulled her up and we embraced, kissing passionately before she shoved me back against one of the pieces of gym equipment. She barked out orders and I cupped her ass and lifted her up, spinning around so that she could place her hands in the padded loops on a raised bench.

      She spread her legs and grabbed my head with both of her hands, forcing my face into her notch, her juices beginning to flow. I was only too eager to please, my tongue dancing across her swollen lips as my fingers gently squeezed her pencil eraser-like nipples.

      After pleasuring her for several minutes, she tapped my head and I stood and slowly fed my member into her, going a little deeper with each stroke until I was pounding her.

      She bucked and moaned in ecstasy and then I picked her up again and took her from behind. She took my hands and placed them on her horns, which I gripped while thrusting into her as she moved her ass back to meet me.

      Then I lowered her onto a small, firm mattress where I nearly squatted to have sufficient leverage to go balls deep, which I did, pulling my cock up then slotting it all the way in as Fa’Najae pushed upward to meet my powerful lunges. Her body was well-muscled and ordinarily I might not have been able to keep pace with her, but the flux gave me increased vigor.

      Our bodies collided, sweat flying in the air as she urged me to fuck her harder. My hamstrings were soon on fire and as if sensing this, she grabbed my hips and flipped up onto my chest. She forced my hands back next to a pair of metal rings which I clutched as she began to ride me, bouncing up and down as a I felt a surge beginning to build near the soles of my feet.

      In seconds were moving as one. I reached down and slapped her ass, driving up into her until she cried out, biting her hand, her eyes rolling over. I pulled out at the last second and she tongued my balls before I drew back and exploded all over her glistening chest.

      I collapsed onto the mattress beside Fa’Najae who grinned, tracing a design on my chest with one of her fingers. Neither of us said anything for several seconds and then she whispered, “It’s been so long since I’ve been with a mortal.”

      “I hope the wait was worth it.”

      She smiled and nodded. I grabbed for the rucksack and briefcase as she reached over and grabbed my pants.

      The gold map fell out of a pocket.

      I held the map as she opened the rucksack and briefcase. She removed the Adamas and inserted it into the Datamancer, just as Viviane had done back in the rowhouse. Then she inserted the gold map into the device and waited for it to hopefully etch the location of the second device.

      The map popped out and she handed it to me. I ran a finger down the map, holding it up, tracing the areas I knew well.

      “This is roughly where we are,” I said, pointing to our general position. “And this is where we need to get to,” I continued drawing a finger up through the ground to an area on the city streets. We had two other pieces to track down, the Arondight and the Greysteil, and the map revealed the location of where the second piece, the Arondight, was.

      “What is that?” she asked, pointing at the area on the city streets.

      “All Hallows Church. The oldest one in the city.”

      I ran my finger down a crease in the map and it reordered into a rough albeit imprecise schematic of the church.

      “The Arondight is hidden in a church?” she asked.

      “Looks that way.”

      She took this in, resting her chin between her folded hands. “I’ve never even seen a drawing of the Arondight before, but apparently it’s a conduit of sorts. It helps route the energy created by the Greysteil that powers the whole contraption. The ones that came before us, the ancestral Sicarii, hid the three auspicious pieces before we were even alive. Each of them concealed one piece so that no one individual would ever know where all of them were.”

      “What happens if we don’t find them all?” I asked.

      “Don’t say such a thing, Kai.”

      “But what if?”

      She reached back and snatched up something inside the rucksack. It was a small automaton in the shape of a large pocket watch on legs. Slowly, she turned the key on the back of the object and then placed it on the ground, facing the far wall.

      The object hummed like an alarm clock and then a shaft of light shot out, splashing the far wall, revealing a series of images that resembled crude shadow puppets.

      There was an image of a city and a sweep of light. There were tiny shadow puppet humans on the streets and then the light began pulling back. Darkness soon devoured everything, and the people panicked and ran before an illimitable number of monstrous things began pillaging and attacking everything in sight. The monsters tore the people to shreds and then a single figure rose out of the middle of it, standing atop a small mountain of bodies.

      It was the Yarrow, I was sure of it.

      He was tall, long haired, and long-limbed, his mouth ludicrously oversized as he raised a hand as if offering a prayer to whatever god or gods dwelled in the blackness. I had a mental image of Lovecraftian creatures slithering up from the murk to take their rightful place in the world again.

      The automaton fell silent and the images vanished.

      Several uncomfortable seconds of silence fell.

      Fa’Najae turned her eyes to me. “Does that answer your question about what will happen if we don’t find those three objects?”

      I gulped. “Sorry I asked.”

      Something stirred outside the room. I looked over and saw a form moving through the hallway and then a familiar voice shouted just outside the door. It was Viviane and she was calling out our names.

      Fa’Najae gathered up everything and grabbed the rucksack and briefcase, hiding in the shadows as I answered the door.

      “Where were you?” Viviane asked.

      “Resting.”

      “Where’s Fa’Najae?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied, even though I’m pretty sure she caught sight of Fa’Najae slipping out the back. If it bothered her, she didn’t let on.

      “Well you need to get ready and get downstairs. Celine’s up and feeling better and Enzo wants to talk.”

      “About what?”

      “Finding the next object.”
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      Viviane led me back down through the Frolic and Detour where we met up with Celine, Glam, and Enzo. Everyone was ensconced in what I surmised was Enzo’s office, a tiny room behind the bar. They were in a heated conversation as I entered behind Viviane. Fa’Najae appeared through the side door and handed the rucksack and briefcase back to her.

      “Ah, great, we’ve got the rest of the merry little troop,” the elf said as we arrived.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I said as I smiled and gave Celine a hug.

      “I was just thanking Enzo and Glam for saving my life and telling them what we’ve been up to,” Celine said.

      “Ginning up trouble is what you’ve done,” Enzo said.

      “What I told you before was the truth. The machine’s breaking down,” Celine said. “The Numinous is nearing its end.”

      “That’s what you say.”

      “That’s what I know.”

      “It’s true,” Viviane said.

      She removed an automaton from her rucksack, what she called an Astratarium. It was basically a copper box that stood ten inches high and consisted of a seven-sided brass framework. The inside contained miniature spheres that represented the Earth, sun, and moon, and several dials, wheels, and pinions. Viviane turned a key on the back of the Astratarium and the planets rotated.

      “This is where we should be in terms of daylight in an hour’s time,” she said, gesturing to sunlight streaming across the Earth.

      “And this is where we are,” she continued, tapping a lever and depressing a dial so that the sunlight vanished.

      She set the automaton back in her rucksack. “If we don’t find that third piece in twenty-two hours there may not be another dawn.”

      Enzo tapped the floor with the heel of one of his boots. “And if I say I don’t believe you, ladies? What then?”

      “It’s not a matter of believing, Enzo, she’s giving you facts,” Celine said.

      “Facts are like water,” the elf replied with a dismissive look. “They can be channeled any way ya like.”

      “It’s all true,” I said as he squinted at me. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

      “So what if it is?”

      “My world is probably on the verge of ending.”

      “Is that such a bad thing?”

      “It is to me.”

      “And what about me? What about my people and the others like them and them,” Enzo said, gesturing at Celine and Viviane. “Maybe it ain’t such a bad thing if the darkness comes back.”

      “There can’t be darkness without light,” I said. “They’re brothers eternal.”

      “Where did you get that bullshit from?”

      “The movie Legend,” I replied, swallowing hard.

      Enzo’s eyes pressed together. “What the fuck do you know about anything, mortal? Take a look around. You’re up there in the Summerlands and we’re down here living in the muck, sucking on it, living off the scraps in the still, small spaces beyond your precious sunlight.”

      “There was an agreement,” Celine said. “An understanding between the mortals and the Good Folk.”

      Enzo flicked his hand. “That was a long time ago.”

      “Everyone who doesn’t stand against the Yarrow is standing with him,” Fa’Najae snapped. “You know that better than most, Enzo.”

      “Bullshit!” the elf thundered. “I only stand for one group. Our people.”

      “You’re not even full-blooded,” she replied.

      Enzo stopped and it looked like his head was going to explode. His fists scrunched together and his chest rose and fell. “What did you just say?”

      “You heard me, Enzo. Help us help you.”

      The elf shook his head. “And get destroyed in the process? The Yarrow is more powerful than any of you know. Anselm couldn’t even destroy the thing when it was exiled in the Dark Quarter and you think you’ve got a chance to stand against him and get those three pieces?” He wagged a fat finger at us. “Three Apprentices and a fucking mortal.”

      “We could go and find Anselm,” Celine said.

      Enzo threw up his hands and barked a nasty laugh. “He’s a ghost, girl. A phantom. Marooned down in the shadows, never to be seen again.”

      “Who’s Anselm?” I asked.

      “The only other High Adept,” Celine said. “One of the ones that originally confined the Yarrow. He later led an expedition to destroy the thing.”

      “And went bloody mad in the process,” Enzo added. “Spells have a way of seeping into your gray matter, warping your judgment.”

      “He was warped, all right,” Viviane said.

      “As most of us are in one way or another,” Fa’Najae remarked. “And if we need Anselm, we’ll go and track him down after we get the third piece.”

      Enzo snickered. “Good luck with that. You’ve got no allies.”

      “What about me?” Glam said, holding up a hand.

      “You? Why would you help them? You can’t even stand one of them,” Enzo replied, arching an eyebrow in Fa’Najae’s direction.

      “Because I’m bored,” the fairy answered. “And unlike you, I know the difference between right and wrong. At least most of the time.”

      “And you?” Enzo, asked, gazing intently at Celine. “Why are you risking your ass?”

      “Because it’s my job to protect the Numinous, and my grandfather helped to broker the truce that ended the war between the Good Folk and mortals. He died waging peace.”

      “And you?” he asked Viviane.

      “Celine’s right. We took an oath to maintain the balance.”

      Enzo’s eyes rotated toward Fa’Najae who shrugged. “I just like fucking shit up.”

      Enzo took this in, nodding, gnawing on his lips. Then he signaled for us to follow him through a wooden door, back out to the main bar where the music and partying were still in full vigor.

      He shouted for silence and the revelers stopped talking and looked toward him. Then he pointed at us. “These good folks are on a mission to track down the three auspicious pieces of the Numinous.”

      A few heartbeats of silence, and then the revelers began laughing. Enzo held up his hands to silence them. “It also appears as if they’ve provoked the ire of the Yarrow, who’s sent the Tophet to track them down. All they ask for now is a small group who will help them finish their quest. Who’s willing to stand with them? Who’s willing to risk their ass to wage peace?”

      Nobody raised a hand.

      Not one of the bastards.

      The music started up again. Enzo smiled, self-satisfied, turned to us. “Y’see? The Good Folk recognize a suicide mission when they see one.” He mimed tipping a hat. “Good luck and gods be with ya, but you’re on your own and so I’ll say good day to the lot of—”

      WHUNK!

      Something flew through the side of the bar and slammed into the wall mere inches from Enzo’s head.

      A long, metal arrow.

      A young elf with a thatch of white hair appeared from a side door. He was panting and placed his hands on his knees. “They’re here! The Tophet are here!”

      “How?” Enzo said, wheeling in terror. “How did they find you?”

      The music came to a crashing halt and another sound built.

      A whining note.

      Like a thousand knives being rubbed together all at once.

      All eyes were suddenly on me.

      Celine pointed. “It’s coming from your pocket!”

      My guts seized.

      I knew what was causing the sound.

      It was the red rose petal.

      The one the spooky little girl had given me before.

      I reached a hand in my pocket and pulled out the rose petal that was vibrating, still making the noise. The petal slipped from my fingers and Enzo brought a boot down on it, dashing the thing to pieces.

      Enzo slapped his hands together, his eyes flaring with righteous indignation. “He’s a fucking spy is what he is!”

      Celine looking pleadingly at me. “Explain this, Kai. Now.”

      “I’m not a spy. I—I was given that!”

      “By whom?”

      “A girl.”

      “When?”

      “Before, back up on the street after we left Viviane’s place. She had braids in her hair and was wearing a dress and said something to me…that she was everything and nothing.”

      This obviously had some meaning, because the others’ expressions darkened.

      “You couldn’t have told us this before?” Viviane asked.

      “I’m sorry, I guess…I forgot.”

      Another arrow rifled through the wall and slammed into an elf next to Enzo, pinning him against the bar. Blood jetted from the wound and then the elf’s body slumped and disintegrated into a cloud of green dust.

      Enzo swung into action.

      “BOLT THE DAMN STAIRCASE AND GET READY!”
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      Two elves hefted a thick wooden bar and slammed it down to secure the staircase, the only way into the bar.

      Enzo turned and raised an accusatory finger in our direction, stabbing it into my chest. “This is your doing! The blood is on your hands! You’ve brought damnation down on us!”

      More arrows flew through the walls, hammering into the elves as four or five fell to the ground. The strangest thing was that the elves didn’t flinch, didn’t do what humans would be doing in the situation, freaking the fuck out.

      “They don’t fear death,” Enzo said, reading my look. “My people have always been unique. From the early days we found favor in the sight of the Unbeheld and He blessed us with the gift of rebirth.”

      “You mean…the green dust?” I asked, remembering what had just happened to the young elf struck by the arrow.

      Enzo nodded. “Reincarnation. They’ll be back. All of them. Maybe as birds or fish or something else, but their journey is not over.”

      “What about me?”

      “What about you? You’re decidedly ordinary, average, hence the name ‘mortal.’ When you die that’s it, presto, worm food.”

      “That’s very reassuring,” I said.

      “You’re lucky I don’t snatch your life right now, boy!”

      Before Enzo could act, the bar shook, filled with a rushing tide of boots, hooves, and booted feet coming from down below us. It sounded like a small army was trying to break into the establishment.

      The beams holding the structure in place shuddered and began to break apart. We had mere moments to exit the bar, maybe less. There was a splintering crash under us followed by a bright orange sun as something, what looked like the circles of magic I’d seen Kenya and Aiyanna cast, began eating through the wood.

      “We don’t have much time!” I shouted.

      “If they’re comin’ in, then let’s give ‘em a proper greeting!” Enzo replied. He slapped something under the bar and panels on the walls pulled back to reveal weapons.

      A shitload of weapons.

      Rifles, machine-pistols, handguns, and strange short swords along with other cutting instruments.

      It reminded me of the SWAT armory I’d seen downtown crossed with a medieval weapons depot.

      The elves helped themselves to everything as I stood next to Celine and Glam, who reached in her sage tracksuit and removed the tiniest revolver I’d ever seen.

      The paneling on the stairs suddenly ripped away and up bounded a pack of marauding forms, what looked like bulky men with the heads of feral pigs, complete with long, jagged tusks.

      “PIGSIES!” Fa’Najae screamed as the elves opened up on the attackers.

      Bullets punched the life out of the Pigsies, splattering their bodies all over the walls even as more charged up to take their places.

      Soon the fighting was close-quarters. I inched back next to the others, who were firing their goldeneyes.

      I pulled mine out and fashioned it into a small Gatling gun. Placing over my left arm, I sprayed the gun at the bad guys, shooting several of them down mid-sprint. I was surprised that killing the things didn’t faze me. I’d never used my service weapon in the line of fire, after all, but it was either them or us so I continued to fire.

      Fa’Najae was in the thick of things as well, shooting down three of the Pigsies while Viviane shaped her weapons into a wooden dart attached to a wooden chain that she flicked like a bullwhip, ripping out the throats of four more of the bad guys.

      And then there was Glam.

      The fairy was buzzing all around, taking in the carnage when one of the Pigsies ran toward her, bringing a battle ax over its head.

      I reacted, catching a sword tossed by Celine when Glam calmly brought up that tiny-ass gun of hers and—

      BAROOM!

      Fired a shot that struck the pig and vaporized him in a bloody red mist.

      “What the hell’s in that thing?” I asked.

      “Fairy dust,” Glam answered with a wink.

      She twirled the gun and blew smoke from the end while I pumped a fist and cheered—then a fist flew out of nowhere and rocked my jaw. My gun flew from my hand and down I went, tumbling ass over elbows.

      Shaking off the blow, I looked up to see one of the pig monsters leering at me. The big bastard had placed his battle ax on the ground and was cracking his knuckles, gesturing to me.

      Standing, I heard a whistle and spotted Enzo, who tossed me a black staff.

      I grabbed the staff as the pig charged, wailing like a banshee.

      The creature hoisted his ax and brought it down in a slashing motion. It was only by a wonderous trick of fate that I didn’t lose my head.

      The blade grazed my ear and I stumble-stepped to the left, dodging an elf and a pig who were grappling to the death.

      My attacker ran at me and I brought the staff up and thrust it into his gut with everything I had. This stunned the beast, but he quickly recovered, swinging the ax again as I did the splits to avoid a decapitation.

      Rising, I feinted right, then slid left and delivered a brutal punt to the pig’s groin. Down the beast went, dropping his ax, which I retrieved.

      The handle of the ax was warm and slippery, but the metal head was well-balanced and felt good in my hand.

      The thing swung its tusks at me, trying to rip some meat out of my thighs. I had no other choice but to measure my weight and bring the ax down against the pig’s neck.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Just like chopping wood with my old man in the wilds of upper Michigan.

      Blood sprayed and the ax’s blade bit through muscle and bone as the beast’s head finally sprung from its shoulders.

      Stunned, I fumbled back and caught sight of one of the Pigsies creeping up behind Enzo, ready to plant some steel in his back.

      Pulling the ax back over my head, I flung it across the bar where it slammed into the pig, killing the beast instantly, saving Enzo’s life.

      “Still think you’re a spy!” he shouted at me.

      Celine grabbed my hand as the others moved toward us, everyone staring at the first wave of Pigsies that lay bent and broken on the bar’s floor along with a half-dozen dead or dying elves whose bodies were slowly dissipating.

      This wasn’t the worst part. Nope, the thing that scared us the most were the circles of magic, the multicolored bands, which had completely eaten through the wood. The first one hit an unsuspecting elf and bisected her as if it were a bandsaw.

      The two pieces of the elf flopped to the ground and that was it.

      We’d seen enough.

      Enzo grabbed a shotgun from behind the bar and gestured for us to follow.

      We juked through a concealed side panel and followed the elf down through a tight escape route winnowed into the earth.

      The sound of screams and strange booming notes echoed behind us along with the flash of lights.

      We ran headlong into the murk and finally came to a metal slat pinned to the wall. Enzo typed a series of digits into a crude lock and a machine engaged, along with a series of what sounded like pulleys and chains that couldn’t be seen.

      A trapdoor opened under our feet and Enzo hopped down through it. I looked back only once and spotted Kenya staring at me. Smiling. She raised her hand and there was a flash of blue light, but I was already gone, dropping through the trapdoor, pulling it shut behind me.

      Another tunnel lay under the trapdoor which soon opened into a three-way split. Enzo snapped on a small flashlight and gestured for the ladies to take the middle tunnel and then he whipped a small object out of his pocket the size of a TV remote controller.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “The final solution,” he muttered in response.

      He pressed his fingers to a pad on the top of the controller and then depressed a black button as a tremendous explosion tore through the area we’d just left.

      The ground shook and for a moment I thought the entire complex might come down on us. Enzo pumped his shotgun and pinned me with a look. “You thought it was wise to accept a gift? From the fucking Yarrow?”

      “It was a little girl.”

      “The monster has many guises, you fool. He stalks our world and yours like a lion, looking to devour the unwary.”

      “I’m sorry,” I replied. “I fucked up.”

      “Indeed you did. I should strike your sorry ass down for leading them to us.”

      “You could certainly try.”

      “Don’t trifle with me, boy.”

      Enzo set the shotgun down as I looked back in the direction of the explosion.

      “Is it over?” I asked. “Are they all dead?”

      He shook his head. “Nope, but they’ll be pissed. It’ll buy us some time.”

      I made a move to leave and Enzo snagged my jacket. “I’m still not sold on where your loyalties are yet, but thank you for back at the bar. You saved my ass.”

      “Just doing what you would do for me.”

      “Hell, no. I would’ve let the fucking pig kill you.”

      I stared at him, waiting for a sign that he was joking, but none came. Instead he just nodded solemnly as we fought our way through the cloud of dust and debris that had filled the tunnel.

      There was smoke, clatter, and confusion as we forged ahead. From behind we could hear the shouts of pursuers and the squeals made by the Pigsies. We caught up with the others in a spot where the path forked and then saw the tunnel behind us filling with light.

      “It’s Kenya and Aiyanna!” Viviane said. “They’re coming!”

      The light resolved into magical bands that spiraled toward us.

      Reflexively, I grabbed Viviane’s hand, pulling her out of the way as one of the bands exploded, birthing a shockwave that separated the group.

      Viviane and I were forced down into one of the tunnels, while Celine and the others were pressed into the other. There was a partial cave-in, the roof collapsing to block the two tunnels.

      With no other way out, Viviane and I loped off, hoping to put some distance between us and the love vigilantes.

      The screams of the Pigsies filled the air. It sounded like the beasts were trying to dig their way through the partial cave-in.

      Viviane stopped and opened her rucksack, removing the tiny brass machine that resembled a Tonka truck

      She opened a port on the machine and I could see something inside, a small cube that began blinking after she pushed a button on it. The machine wound itself up and then Viviane pointed it in the direction of the Pigsies and let it go.

      The tiny car rocketed down into the murkiness. We could hear snatches of conversation, the Pigsies confronting the machine, and then a blast echoed off the walls, kicking up more dust.

      Viviane smiled and grabbed my hand as we melted into the shadows.
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* * *

      We maneuvered over the bumpy ground. I began to notice that even subterranean spaces have rhythms: the reverberation of falling water, the strange echo made by boots off cavern walls, the chirps made by rats as they scampered for cover.

      “Do you know where we are?” Viviane asked as we took a breather.

      “We’re under the city.”

      I conjured up a smile that she didn’t return.

      “You were a cop, were you not? she asked.

      “Still am.”

      She fought off a smirk and moved close to me. “You say that as if you’re just going to go back to the life you had before.”

      “I plan to.”

      She shook her head. “Nothing from this moment forward will be as it was before.”

      “I don’t believe that. I mean…look at you. You were part of the Sicarii before, weren’t you?”

      “I was.”

      “And you left it all behind for an ordinary life and made it work.”

      “I was a fool.”

      “You had guts.”

      “I was led astray by a man like you who promised me the world.”

      We exchanged a long look. “Anyone who’d turn his back on you is an idiot, Viviane.”

      She blushed. “You still don’t know who or what I really am.”

      “I think I’ve got a pretty good idea,” I replied.

      “You have no earthly idea,” she whispered. “I have an ability that you unaware of, Kai.”

      “Driving men like me crazy?”

      That was a damn cheesy line, I’ll admit it, but guess what? It made her smile.

      Before I knew what was happening, we were kissing. Then she pulled back for a moment before kissing me again, and we were all over each other. Her lips and hands were everywhere, touching, squeezing.

      Caught up in the moment, I gave in, removed her librarian’s glasses, and kissed her hungrily.

      Her hand slipped down my thigh and squeezed my dick. My hands were on her thighs and then she moved them back under her ass, which I gently smacked.

      Her duster came off and then she shucked the tank top that was underneath. Her melon-sized breasts spilled out and I licked her nipples as she moaned and ran her hands through my hair.

      Realizing we didn’t have much time, she repositioned me against the tunnel wall and peeled my pants off. My sex was stiff. She closed her beautiful lips around it and vigorously worked the shaft back and forth.

      Rising, I tugged down her yoga pants and lifted her, entering her slowly.

      She squealed with delight and then placed her platform shoes against the wall. I dropped into a semi-crouch and then began stroking into her until we were moving as one. She bit and sucked on my neck as my hands massaged her back.

      The sound of our bodies slapping together echoed off the cavern walls, our bodies slathered with sweat as I thrust into her again and again.

      I chased after her mouth and our tongues met as she urged me to fuck her harder, faster, which I did, a hunger growing inside me.

      At the last second, as a powerful surged welled up inside me, Viviane cupped my face and kissed me on the lips. I pulled out at the last second and she grabbed my dick and pumped it several times as I exploded.

      The moment was over far sooner than either of us would’ve liked, but it was exhilarating and terrifying all at once.

      We stood there, my forehead resting against hers.

      “I didn’t…I mean, I didn’t mean for that to happen,” she whispered.

      “I’m glad it did.”

      “I’m glad I came,” she replied. “The moment I saw you…I had a feeling you might be different.”

      “Well, I am a seer.”

      “Has anyone told you what that means?”

      “I can experience the liminal hour.”

      She drew back. “It also means you may or may not have some of our blood running through your veins.”

      An unnerving screech filled the tunnel. Without uttering another word, we climbed back into our clothes and struck off, hoping to find Celine and the others.
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      Crashing through the tunnel, we followed its twists and turns and eventually, we heard shouts. Fearful that it might be Keyna and Aiyanna, we crept forward, our spirits lifted when we heard Enzo grumbling and cursing.

      “You’re lucky you found us,” the elf said. “Five more minutes and we were leaving.”

      “But I’ve got the map,” I replied.

      “Speaking of which,” Celine said, holding out her hand as I fished the gold map out of a pocket, moving single-file with the others through the increasingly narrow subterranean corridors.

      I did my best to navigate, but we’d taken so many side arteries that I only had a rough approximation of where we might be.

      “We need to go up,” I said.

      “Then keep on this path,” Enzo replied. “It runs into another tunnel that leads to a service stairwell for your subway system.”

      “I forgot to say it before, but you’re officially part of the team now, Enzo,” said Fa’Najae.

      “The hell I am,” the elf replied. “Elves don’t get involved in the business of mortals. Everyone knows they’re fence-sitters.”

      “Sooner or later you’ll have to take a side,” I said.

      “Hopefully it won’t get to that. I’ll take ya where you need to go and then my work is done.”

      We rounded a bend and slid to a stop.

      The path ahead was blocked.

      Covered by a web of concentric circles—almost like the rings you’d see in a cross-section of a tree—of strangely colored lights.

      “Gods,” Enzo gasped. “Weaver loops. One of the Yarrow’s slingers has cast a spell and  blocked the way out.”

      “Just another obstacle to overcome,” Fa’Najae said, pulling out her goldeneye, the weapon reconfiguring into a dagger. “’Cause spells were meant to be broken.” She screamed and leaped forward, bringing her dagger down against the web which absorbed the blow and then catapulted her back through the air. She smacked into the wall and slid to the ground.

      Glam followed next, conjuring up some weak magic, spinning a few plasma bolts that she tossed at the web, but they weren’t strong enough to breach it.

      “We’re in a pickle,” Enzo said. “Can’t go forward and likely can’t go back. The bastards are one step ahead of us. Probably covered most every avenue of escape from here to the flatlands.”

      “What do you suggest?” Celine asked.

      “It pains me to say it, but I suggest we do the unthinkable.”

      He motioned for us to follow twenty paces down the tunnel and then he fussed with something on one of the walls, popping out two nearly invisible hinges that opened a camouflaged metal panel.

      “We need to go down,” Enzo said.

      Viviane blanched. “You don’t mean—”

      Enzo nodded, his jaw set in a look of grim determination. “Gods help me, we need to go down to get him. For fuck’s sake. We need to try and get Ralph.”
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* * *

      Turns out the space on the other side of the metal panel was one of the numerous escape routes Enzo said the elves had carved into the ground. They might not be willing to take sides, but the little people sure knew how to build a nifty getaway shaft.

      We squeezed through the panel, crawled on our hands and knees for several minutes, then slid down an embankment and navigated past an underground stream.

      Glam was fluttering all around me, flying down my shirt and tweaking my nipples, then zipping down into my pants. I shooed her way, telling her it wasn’t the time or place for such antics.

      “Haven’t you ever heard that good things come in small packages?” she whispered into my ear.

      “You’re too small.”

      “Not if I shrink you down to size.” Her tiny mouth curled up in a smile. “You’d be surprised what kind of powers I possess. Just say the word, big boy. Once you go fairy, you never go back.”

      The others whistled for us. We hopped over a narrow chasm and squeezed through a cleft in a rock wall that widened into an underground cavern resembling a subterranean cathedral, complete with many-hued stalagmites, stalactites, cascades, and limestone columns that reached from floor to ceiling.

      I moved alongside Celine, watching her reach out and grab a rat that was watching us from a nook in a rock wall. She held the rat up and placed him in Viviane’s rucksack.

      “You have that look, Kai,” she said.

      “Which one?”

      “The ‘I have questions’ look.”

      “Question number one: what’s up with the rat?”

      “We need it.”

      “For what?”

      “Ralph.”

      “Question number two: who’s Ralph?”

      “He was one of the last great Masters.”

      “Let me get this straight. His name was…Ralph?”

      “Yes.”

      “…Ralph?”

      She nodded. “Do you have a problem with that?”

      “No, I mean, it’s just not the name you’d expect from some kind of mythological badass.”

      “Badass he was, Kai, and he fancied himself an ordinary being, hence the name. He was anything but ordinary, however, since he was a disciple of Jer Thule, and a fifth-level spell-slinger and manipulator of time.”

      “I don’t know what any of that means, but why do you say he ‘was’?”

      “Because he ran afoul of the Yarrow,” Celine replied.

      “A hundred and seventy years ago,” Viviane added.

      “A hundred and seventy-three,” Celine corrected. “He was part of the group that was originally sent to track to the Yarrow down, to bring him to justice.”

      “He was basically part of a posse,” Fa’Najae said.

      “What happened?”

      “He was a Master and the Yarrow is a High Adept.”

      “And when the Yarrow broke out of the Dark Quarter it went on a rampage, tracking down anything and anyone that helped exile it in the first place. The bastard ambushed Ralph, melted his body, yanked out his soul, and chucked it down into the Temple of Silence.”

      “Jesus.”

      “That’s why I keep telling you…”

      “Don’t fuck with the Yarrow,” I said, nodding, finishing her sentence.

      “Ralph’s essence lives on, however,” said Celine. “His consciousness couldn’t be destroyed, so it was imprisoned for all eternity.”

      “Which means?”

      “We need to infiltrate the temple, get past the boobytraps and guard or guards, and free Ralph.”

      Enzo slapped me roughly on the shoulder. “All in a day’s work.”

      I stood by myself, watching them filter across the cathedral while wondering for the umpteenth time, what I’d gotten myself into.
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      On the other side of the cathedral was a cleft in the rock that we edged through, passing into a broad plain of gravel. The ceiling overhead, an expanse of exposed stone, gleamed with phosphorescence.

      In the distance were rows of blackened dead trees, crumbling away like chalk along with the fossilized bodies of long-dead beasts and humanoids that lay in all attitudes of death. Most of them were covered in soot as if they’d been torched in some great fire.

      “Don’t stop,” Celine said, reading my look as I gaped at the corpses. “It’s best to keep moving.”

      “Why?”

      “Ever heard of no-man’s land?”

      I nodded.

      “Well this is kinda a no-monster’s land. Even the Good Folk fear to walk these paths because one of the entrances to the Dark Quarter is somewhere up there,” she continued, pointing to the distance.

      “What’s so scary about that?”

      “It’s guarded by draco scarlatum,” Enzo said, overhearing our conversation. “The scarlet dragon.”

      “Is it a nice dragon?”

      “The beast’s name is the scarlet dragon, mortal, not the rainbow kitten dragon.”

      At my silence, Enzo looked down at the carbonized bodies, shaking his head. “These idiots appear to have challenged the beast.” The elf muttered something in a language I didn’t understand and followed it up with, “there are no accolades for those who’ve been tested and found wanting.”

      I had no idea what this meant, but the others reacted. They hooked a left. I stood by myself for several seconds and stared. Out in the distance, somewhere in the shadows, swelled a form.

      A massive form.

      Whatever it was seemed to shift its bulk to could get a better look at me. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention. I picked up the pace, moving laterally, eventually entering another cavern that was larger than the previous one. It resembled an underground shantytown.

      The entire space was filed with an extraordinary jumble of trash, debris, and makeshift structures formed from scrap wood and lengths of corrugated metal tagged with strange graffiti. The only concession to aesthetics within sight was the rugged metal sculpture of what looked like an elven mother holding a baby with oversized eyes and large ears. The statue rose twenty feet into the air.

      “One of the elven quarters,” Viviane said.

      “For the ne’er-do-wells,” Enzo said. “The ones who’ve given their lives over to vice.”

      We moved down a path that bisected the dwellings, entering what seemed like a hot and funky netherworld populated by black market traders and hawkers selling all manner of exotic items.

      We passed cliques of elves along with a small delegation of attractive female monsters with long tails, steely eyes, and excellent curves nearly bursting from their silk robes. One of the women, tall and olive-skinned, batted her eyelashes at me as her tail flicked back and forth like the tail on a rattlesnake.

      Fa’Najae whacked me on the shoulder. “Keep it in your pants, Kai.”

      “I was just admiring the scenery.”

      “The scenery down here has a way of eating mortals alive,” she replied with a grin.

      The monster girl flashed a smile at me that included a set of incisors that were as long as steak knives.

      Fa’Najae grabbed my arm and pulled me past lean-tos peopled with elven teenagers who were injecting golden fluid into their arms.

      “Grymslurp,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      “The name of the drug they’re using. A combination of homemade flux mixed with cordyceps and several other things.”

      “Why is it homemade?”

      “Because pure flux has to be divined by a High Adept, which means it’s in exceedingly short supply. Further, its possession was banned, particularly to anyone who might venture to the flatlands.”

      “Why?”

      “Because pure flux gives life to inanimate objects.”

      I snorted. She held my gaze. “Can you even imagine what would happen if it was released into your world?”

      Images of dolls and trees coming to life sprang to mind as we trekked through the elven shantytown.
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* * *

      Ten minutes later, Enzo snapped the lock off a chain guarding an entryway and we crept down a decline into a space that looked as if it hadn’t been visited in centuries. The passageway was completely black as Viviane held up a light stick and Enzo gripped his flashlight.

      The light revealed a tapestry of cobwebs near the roofline along with bunches of albino frogs, salamanders, and spiders the size of small birds. At the end of the passage was a slab of rock that we heaved aside to reveal an immense space that was as large as an indoor sporting arena.

      I instantly noticed a change in the temperature and could see my breath in the air. Enzo waved his flashlight to reveal that the ground underfoot sparkled. In fact, the entire area was frozen solid: an icy lake that was so black it resembled a never-ending sheet of obsidian glass.

      “What do you call this place?” I asked.

      “Lacus mortis,” Enzo replied. “The lake of death.”

      “Sorry I asked.”

      “Our destination lies on the other side of it.”

      I took a step and Celine grabbed my arm. “There are three rules you must follow if we have any hope of making it across the ice. First, don’t stop. No matter what you see or hear, do not stop.”

      “Okay.”

      “Second, don’t look down.”

      “Why?”

      “Third, don’t ask any questions.”

      The others’ expressions had turned grim. I nodded, wondering what could be so terrible that I couldn’t look down.

      “Close your eyes and take my hand,” Fa’Najae said.

      “Is it that bad?”

      She nodded. “It’s that fucking bad. And you just violated rule number three.”

      The ice was incredibly slippery. Nobody said a word, which made the trek across the lake nearly unbearable.

      “How are we doing?” I whispered.

      Fa’Najae squeezed my hand to shush me as I continued plodding forward, tripping several times as she kept me upright.

      “You’re doing great,” a woman’s soft voice said. “We’re almost there.”

      I couldn’t tell whether the voice belonged to Celine or Fa’Najae or perhaps Glam, but I was happy and willed away the bad thoughts about what was under the ice.

      “You can open your eyes now,” the voice said. “We’re close…so very close.”

      “But you said—”

      “We’re here.”

      I opened my eyes to see that we were nowhere near the other side of the lake. In fact, we were directly in the middle of the lake.

      I was by myself.

      Somehow, I’d become separated from the others who were still walking silently, their eyes closed.

      “Down,” the soft voice said. “Look down. The beauty of it all is breathtaking.”

      I did and bit back a scream because a face was pressed against the other side of the ice!

      Not one face, but many.

      How many?

      A thousand? A hundred-thousand or more?

      The bodies were stacked against each other, eyes wide, mouths open in agonized grimaces. Some of the bodies looked fresh and others appeared, ragged, older-looking, the flesh sucked tight around their blue faces. They lay in rivers of blood that appeared to have discolored the lake, giving the ice a dark color, and the freakiest thing is that they were talking to me, whispering, creating a kind of buzzing sound, as if I was standing inside the world’s largest beehive.

      “Join us! Join us!” the voices said and then they began to scream as the others opened their eyes.

      “WHAT THE FUCK?” Fa’Najae screamed.

      Viviane pointed down. “SOMEONE LOOKED!”

      A hand shot through the ice, then another, then fifty more.

      “RUN!” Enzo shouted, waving his arm at me.

      Slipping, sliding, we careened across the lake as the bodies emerged onto the ice, an army of twisted, misshapen things. The air was soon punctuated with the sounds you might hear in a zoo or a psych ward: guttural howls, maniacal laughter, shrieks, sobs.

      Looking back, I saw the ice teeming with the humanoids.

      “What are they?”

      “The children of the Soucouyant! The again-walkers!”

      The creatures emerged from the ice and moved with surprising dexterity.

      “Now would be as good a time as any to do your thing!” Fa’Najae shouted to Viviane.

      She shook her head. “I don’t do that anymore!”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “None of your business!”

      “Last one across the ice is a rotten egg!” Glam shouted before turning and loosing a flurry of plasma bolts that blasted the ice apart, sending up geysers of water.

      The humanoids didn’t stop, though. They hurtled the fissures in the ice and chased after us. Fa’Najae and Celine stopped and fired rounds from their weapons, thunderous explosions and a wall of flames suddenly engulfing the lake.

      Dozens of the humanoids were brushed back as if swatted to the ice by the hand of God. More of them poured forward and I joined the ladies, firing my weapon, the flames from our guns illuminating the frozen surface.

      We were indeed close to the other side of the lake, maybe two hundred feet away. Enzo was already there, gesturing to us from a rocky shoreline that lay beneath an archway carved out of a massive hunk of obsidian rock.

      The things converged on us and we went on the offensive. A tall again-walker ran spastically at me. I lowered a shoulder and rammed into the beast, and the impact spun it to the ground. Then I jammed my goldeneye pistol in the monster’s black hole of a mouth and blew its head off.

      Another female creature jumped onto my back, her claws raking my neck. I flipped her over my head and Celine shot the monster in mid-air as the others maintained their fire.

      The flames that smeared across the ice were somehow mesmerizing, beautiful, and horrific all at once, as the things wailed in bestial agony. In seconds, there wasn’t enough ice left to support the things’ weight and they returned to the lake, tumbling through holes in the ice, disappearing from sight.

      We reached the shoreline. Enzo was waving his small lantern, red-faced. “Who did it? Who friggin’ looked?”

      I took a liking for the ground and didn’t say a damned thing even though I’m pretty sure everyone knew it was me.

      “Well, there’s one thing for sure,” Glam said, hovering over us. “We’re not going back the way we came in.”
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* * *

      We shuttled ahead through the murkiness and tracked across a broad plain of gravel, and then we saw it rising in front of us. An uncompromising pillar of stone that loomed over everything like some pagan idol.

      While visibility was still partially obscured, I saw that a set of stone stairs led up to a raised basin of sorts, a wide apron of stone that fringed the pillar.

      We balked at the sight of the pillar that extended to the ceiling.

      “That’s it,” Enzo whispered. “The Temple of Silence.”

      “Why do they call it that?”

      “Because once you’re locked inside you never make another sound.”

      “So, let’s go and get him,” I said. “Let’s go bust Ralph out.”

      Enzo paused, sharing a nervous look with the ladies.

      “What? What is it?”

      “There’s one thing I may have forgotten to mention, Kai,” said Celine.

      “That it gets easier from here on out?”

      She shook her head. “The temple is guarded by something.”

      “What?”

      “A genius loci.”

      “A really smart person?”

      “No, not a genius, a genius loci a…tutelary deity.”

      “She means a boundary spirit,” said Fa’Najae.

      “What the Chinese call the chenghuang,” added Viviane.

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “Well, it’s only bad if you have a problem battling invisible monsters,” Enzo said.

      “Excuse me?”

      Celine pursed her lips. “There’s a specter that guards the temple. A malevolent being called the Sycorax.”

      “How the hell do we beat it?”

      “Very fucking carefully,” Fa’Najae said. “The thing’s invisible but it ain’t incorporeal. It bleeds, which means we can kill it.”

      I looked back at the temple and my guts seized.

      Not only did we have to find a way to free a warrior who’d been imprisoned in a magical temple for centuries, we had to defeat an invisible guard dog! Great, just fucking fantastic.

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “Let’s do this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      I hauled my weary ass forward, moving several strides behind Celine and the others, everyone crouch-running up the dune of gravel that lay below the temple. We stopped only once, to study the darkness. Nothing stirred, which was deeply unsettling because I could feel something the closer we drew to the temple—a force, a kind of energy that seemed to roil the air.

      Closer, now…we were ten feet away from the steps that led up to the temple’s basin when a sound echoed. Hushed voices, murmurs of reverence like you hear in a church when people bow their heads and whisper prayers. The source of the din was impossible to locate, however. My eyes swung in every direction but I still didn’t spot any movement.

      It wasn’t until we’d moved up the steps that we finally heard another sound.

      A slow, aching grind, like stone against stone.

      Menacing and somehow foreboding.

      As if something was pushing aside the lid on top of a crypt.

      We dropped to our knees.

      The air flickered out in the middle of the basin.

      There was a vague texture to the air.

      Something toiled in the nothingness.

      A fleeting presence, like something woven from the smoke created after a candle is extinguished.

      Celine looked back, communicating with hand gestures, drawing our attention to two things: a set of massive stone doors on the other side of the basin, and something, some…thing that was slowly circling the basin, ghosting through the air.

      How, you might ask, did I know that something invisible was actually there?

      I could sense a disturbance in the air when I closed my eyes, like the flutter of a butterfly’s wings.

      I could also smell a strange odor, the sweet sickening funk of fruit that’s been left out in the sun to rot. Enzo whispered that this was the smell of dark magic.

      We retreated several steps and huddled.

      “We need to get through those doors,” Celine said.

      “That thing’s out there just waiting for us,” Viviane said.

      Fa’Najae drew a design in the dust on the steps. A circle representing the basin, then an X, Y, and Z. “I’ll create a distraction,” she said, pointing at the X. “That’ll distract the deity,” she continued, pointing at the Y, then to the Z, “which will allow someone to enter the gates.”

      “What then?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What happens when that thing comes after you?”

      “I kick its ass.”

      “But…it’s invisible.”

      She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She rubbed her jaw. “Good point.”

      Enzo shook his head. “The only way to defeat this thing is to kill it.”

      Glam flitted between us. “I’ve got an idea.”

      “A very tiny one,” Fa’Najae said with an exaggerated simper.

      Glam ignored the jab. “We need to be able to see the deity, don’t we?”

      “We need a backdrop,” Celine said. “Something to expose it.”

      Glam smiled. “We need smoke.”

      She zoomed up into the air and began circling her hands. “Get your claws out.”

      Fire danced at her fingertips and then she zipped sideways, flinging balls of plasma that stuck to the ground on the basin, filling the air with an oily, black smoke.

      A form slashed through the smoke, revealing itself for the first time.

      The Sycorax had the elongated body of a human, with a pair of slate-grey triangular wings that were swept back. The thing kicked its legs for propulsion, and then flapped and folded the wings to ride the resulting current of air.

      We waited for it to draw near and then Celine aimed her goldeneye and fired a shot.

      The deity reacted, drawing her wing in like a shield.

      The round from Celine’s gun ricocheted off the wing and flew right past my head. Then the creature began thrashing its wings, creating a whirlwind that blew the smoke back at us.

      In seconds, visibility was down to a few feet. The last thing I saw before becoming separated from the others was Celine lunge into the ribbons of smoke as the deity swatted her back into the air.

      Her arms windmilled as she flew out of sight and soon came the sounds of combat: gunshots, screams, the roar of fireballs flung by Glam.

      The deity soared near the roof of the space, shrieking in anger as I crouched at the edge of the basin.

      My eyes were burning and the smell of smoke was thick in my nostrils.

      I couldn’t see a damned thing so I closed my eyes and waited, dropping into my zone, just as I’d done when squaring off against Glam before and when I was taking my final dive to become a harbor cop. They’d dropped us overboard in the middle of a storm and we were forced to task load, to dive and swim and calculate a path through the water. When faced with a difficult situation, the key was to slow your breathing, maintain your station, and wait for wave action. I wasn’t underwater and there weren’t any waves, but I could feel the next best thing: a disturbance in the air.

      A nearly imperceptible movement over my head, a momentary blast of heat that kissed my scalp. My gut told me it was some kind of heat signature left by the Sycorax so I withdrew the goldeneye, willing the thing to become a long, jagged blade.

      Whatever that was overhead suddenly dropped lower and came up behind me. There was a sensation, as subtle as the moment before a first snow, and then the thing, the entity, pressed against my back and then moved through me.

      The sensation was electric as the thing passed through my flesh leaving a bitter, metallic taste on my tongue.

      It emerged, pushing itself through my mouth and then flew on out ahead and hovered in the air fifteen feet away from me.

      The air roiled and I sensed that the entity was turning around, coming back toward me and so I gripped the jagged blade so hard I thought it might draw blood. Then I waited, closing my eyes, blocking out all extraneous sounds, coiled on my haunches like a spring, counting the seconds.

      One Mississippi, two Mississippi, and by the time I got to eleven I felt the heat again.

      Time to strike!

      My arm whipped sideways and I drew the blade in a violent, cutting movement.

      The blade kept on going.

      I hadn’t hit anything.

      My heart was in my throat as I felt the pressure in the space drop. My legs turned to jelly. I’d missed my chance!

      And then I opened my eyes. Something nearly imperceptible flickered and flashed, what looked like a spirit threatening to burst into the physical world.

      Whatever it was, it was pissed.

      It flew at me.

      I measured my weight and brought the blade up, gouging into something solid as a soul-rending shriek ripped the air.
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      There was a grunt and I felt the sensation of the blade’s tip severing muscle and connective tissue and then my hand was splashed by a hot liquid.

      The Sycorax was grievously wounded by my blow, a geyser of black blood shooting in every direction.

      The blood pumped over the thing’s ten-foot frame, revealing its full features for the first time. The thing’s mouth was open in a silent scream as it turned over, crashed to the ground, and rolled over.

      Enzo leaped up into the air and whooped. “Holy shit. The godsdamned mortal did it. He slew the temple spirit! He killed the Sycorax!”

      The spirit tried to push itself up but fell, its wings flopping like those on a dying bird. I cocked my head and saw the flickering face of the spirit, what had once been a woman whose features, once beautiful, were now scabrous and age-ravaged.

      The gash I’d torn in her midsection was ghastly, exposing her black, withered innards. A gruel of gory bile and blood continued to pump, sheeting the ground, creating a dark pool under her body.

      The once-upon-a-time woman’s mouth opened and closed like a beached fish. She reached out a gnarled hand, grasping for me. I kicked her talon away and watched her eyes roll over white.

      Everyone ran over to congratulate me, and Celine gave me a hug. “You did what no other mortal could do,” she whispered.

      Fa’Najae wasted little time. She marched over and hacked off one of the thing’s wings. “We need it. It’s a vital ingredient for the conjuring.”

      “What conjuring?”

      “The spell to release Ralph from his imprisonment.”

      “Nobody said anything about a spell!” I shouted.

      Viviane headed back to keep an eye out for the Yarrow’s goons and the rest of us hustled through the wooden doors, passing into an inner chamber in the temple that was centered by a slowly-turning stone wheel.

      What the source of power for the wheel was, I don’t know, but it continued moving clockwise, producing a wall of whitish-yellow light that encapsulated several-dozen black orbs that were suspended in the air.

      I reached out a hand and Fa’Najae grabbed it. “Touch that wall of light and you’ll turn to dust.”

      “What is it?”

      “A light that turns mortals to dust.”

      “We need to speak the words to break the barrier and free Ralph,” said Celine.

      Glam raised a tiny hand. “I’ll do the deed.”

      She consulted with Enzo, who adjusted his glasses and dropped all six of his animal-skin pouches to the ground. Working in conjunction with Glam, they poured finite amounts of each pouch onto the ground in a small pile, and then Fa’Najae took the Sycorax’s wing and minced it up with her sword. She scooped up the bits of flesh and bone, added this to the pile, and then squeezed a few droplets of the Sycorax’s blood over the whole thing which immediately caused it to hiss and smoke.

      Glam began oscillating, whipping around the area outside of the wall of light. Her mouth was unhinged and she shrieked words in some ancient tongue that echoed off the chamber’s stone walls. Next, she flew down, her face contorting. The long appendage I’d seen her use to suck the poison from Celine reappeared and she slurped up a section of the still-smoking pile of spell ingredients.

      “Cover your heads!” Enzo shouted.

      We did as Glam spat the mixture at the wall of light—

      BOOM!

      A thunderous blast resulted that lifted me up and tossed me sideways. I fell to the ground and found myself lying atop Celine in coital alignment. I smiled. She helped me up as we turned back to see that the wall of light was gone.

      The black orbs had been freed and were spinning around the room.

      “RALPH!” Celine shouted.

      Nothing responded.

      Celine screamed the name again, but still nothing.

      “Hey, asshole!” Fa’Najae shouted. “It’s me!”

      Three seconds of silence, and then a man’s voice echoed in the ether. “Fa’Najae? That really you?”

      “It’s me and the gals, the Sicarii.”

      Silence for a moment, then the voice said, “I could’ve used you when they were melting my body. You’re a little late.”

      “What’s a couple of centuries between friends?”

      Silence for a moment, then Ralph croaked: “You actually did it? You slew the Sycorax?”

      “We wouldn’t be here talking to you if we hadn’t,” said Enzo.

      “You came to release me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you bring a vessel?” Ralph asked.

      Celine held up the rat. “Absolutely.”

      “Something regal, I hope,” said Ralph. It was apparent that he couldn’t see from inside the black orb.

      “It’s regal as shit, Ralph,” said Fa’Najae, making a face at us.

      “Okay, then, let’s get it over with. This orb contains my essence so you’ll need to puncture it and then I’ll heave what’s left of me into the vessel you brought.”

      Fa’Najae nodded, lifted her sword and sliced through the black orb, which deflated like a balloon. A vaporous yellow mist exited the orb and shot into the rat which Celine held up like an offering.

      She sat the rat on the ground. Its body twitched and stiffened, and then stood on its hind legs. The rat looked at itself, then at us, its mouth moving in an eerily-human fashion. “Seriously, Celine? This is the vessel you chose for me? A rat?”

      “Yes.”

      “A fucking rat?”

      “It was the best we could do.”

      “I’m a man, not a rat.”

      “Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference between the two,” Fa’Najae said with a grin.

      “Do you see me laughing, Fa’Najae?”

      “No, Ralph.”

      “I’d rather be dead than inhabit the body of a rat.”

      “You’re already dead-ish.”

      Ralph was not amused. He looked me up and down. “Who’s this?”

      “Kai. He’s a mortal.”

      Ralph squinted at me. “What’s the matter, mortal? Never seen a talking rat?”

      “He just killed the Sycorax,” Celine offered.

      The rat smiled. “No shit.”

      I nodded. The rat’s/Ralph’s demeanor changed as he offered his tiny, clawed hand, with I shook with my pinkie. “Good work, young fella.”

      Ralph turned to the others. “Well, I appreciate you releasing me. I owe you one so if we’re done here, I’ll be on my way and—”

      “We came for a reason,” Fa’Najae said.

      “Something other than just wanting to do me a favor?”

      All of us nodded and then Viviane appeared, out of breath. “They’re coming,” she said. “Kenya and Aiyanna and all the others.”

      Ralph turned back to us. “You broke me out because you need my help?”

      “Yep,” I replied.

      “That’s fucked up.”

      “That’s the way the world works,” Fa’Najae said. “Quid pro quo.”

      “Bovis stercus. Bullshit.”

      Fa’Najae gestured back at the doors to the chamber.

      “We could always leave you here and find a way out on our own. We’ve got mad respect for your abilities as a spell-slinger, but there are a lot of bad guys coming and only one of you.”

      “I see you guys haven’t changed much. Still quite the cunning little coven of bitches.”

      Fa’Najae beamed. “Yeah, but we’re the bitches in charge now and we invoked you so there’s that too. We need to get to the flatlands as quickly as possible, so what’s it gonna be?”

      “Fine,” Ralph said, waving his tiny rat hand. “It’ll likely take everything I have, but I’ll help you up to the surface. Once I do that, I want another vessel as soon as we get out of here.”

      Celine smiled. “Done.”

      “Gather ‘round.”

      We did, and Ralph thrust his hands up into the air and began chanting and clucking his tongue.

      Static electricity filled the air, which started spinning around us. In seconds it was like we were trapped inside a whirlwind, the gusts howling like wolves. Ralph’s eyes changed to black and he shrieked as we were enveloped by a cone of blue light that ate through the stone. Then we left the ground, sucked up into the air and shooting toward the ceiling, which was gone. I could see that Ralph was harnessing whatever powers he had to burn a hole through the ground, burrowing straight up through layer upon layer of stone and earth.

      My guts did a somersault as we curled up through Ralph’s tunnel, chewing through solid ground, eventually coming to a rest inside one of the upper chambers left by the workers who’d built the city’s subway system. The magical cone vanished as we stepped down onto a reef of gravel.

      “I got us as close as I could. Do you know how long it’s been since I did that?” Ralph said, collapsing to the ground, exhausted.

      “Ya done good, ratzo,” Fa’Najae said as Ralph extended a little middle finger.

      Enzo looked in every direction, on edge. “We’re close to the flatlands. I can smell it.”

      I knew exactly where we were and motioned for everyone to follow. Viviane knelt and Ralph hopped in her hands as she deposited him in her rucksack. Then we trotted off the reef, scaled a short metal ladder, shouldered open a door, and then we were inside a maintenance shaft that led directly up to Water Street.

      Ralph peeked his head out from Viviane’s rucksack. “In all the excitement, I forgot to ask. What’s the plan?”

      “We need to find the second auspicious piece.”

      “Why the hell would we want to do that?”

      “Because the Numinous is failing.”

      “Whoa, whoa, wait a minute. You rescued me from the Temple of Silence so I could help you do something that will piss off the Yarrow?”

      “Yep.”

      Ralph grinned. “Sweet. I hate that motherfucker.”

      We exited onto a sidewalk and were immediately hit with the salty, slightly rancid air created when the wind whipped over the river. Normally I turned up my nose at the scent, but I’d been underground for so long that the scent was invigorating.

      “We’ve got a little less than twenty-two hours to get this done,” Viviane said.

      “Good luck,” Enzo said, tipping his hat.

      Celine sighed. “This again?”

      “This, nothing. I did my part. I got you away from the Yarrow’s assassins and helped you find Ralph to boot. I played out my string and now it’s time for me to take my leave.”

      “You’re marked ’Zo,” Fa’Najae said.

      Indeed, Celine held up her goldeneye and waved its wall of yellow light over Enzo to reveal he too bore the same kind of symbols that were covering my body.

      “Those are glyphs,” I said.

      “I know what they are,” the elf hissed.

      “In for a pound, in for a penny,” Fa’Najae offered.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “That there ain’t no going back. You’re fucked unless you come with us.”

      Enzo slapped his hands together and gritted his teeth, but I could see it in his eyes. He knew Fa’Najae was speaking the truth.

      “Fine. Let’s get this shitshow on the road. Where to?”

      I motioned for them to follow and we set out at a jog, running down the middle of the street, the city eerily calm. The tip of the church was barely visible in the distance, just beyond the city’s restaurant row, the steeple rising into the air like the horn on some monstrous beast.

      We galloped past dozens of upscale restaurants and fancy bars that the hipsters were referring to as “lounges” for some reason. Beyond them was a bohemian area of the city filled with organic shops, tattoo parlors, seedy bars, and hoodoo and occult stores, what some referred to as the Magus District.

      Several groups of creatures passed us—some trolls, hobgoblins, a chimera, two centaurs who looked stoned out of their minds, and the Prometheus statue. We stopped and urged them to go and tell the others what was happening, to prepare to do battle with the Yarrow and its minions, but none of them would do anything.

      “Don’t you see what’s happening?” Celine asked, pointing to the sky. “The end is near! The Yarrow is coming for all of us!”

      The creatures laughed in our faces and continued on down the street, oblivious to what was happening, or perhaps not giving a damn.

      “What about you, big boy?” Fa’Najae asked, pointing at Prometheus. “You gonna sack up and help us, or what?”

      The Titan just stared at her and then turned its back on us and loped down the street after the others.

      “That’s why Zeus chained your sorry ass to a rock, dickhead!” Fa’Najae shouted.

      Realizing we were on our own, we moved into the middle of the city. Here, the streets were empty, devoid of life, which caused my fear meter to slowly begin ticking up.

      Soon, we were in the heart of the city and moving past the artistic display I’d seen earlier in the day called Warriors and Monsters: Terrors and Wonders, the one that contained the statues placed by several world-famous sculptors.

      I slid to a stop.

      There was a problem.

      A huge fucking problem.

      The statues were gone.

      I cursed under my breath.

      “What?” Celine asked. “What is it?”

      “They’re not here.”

      “What aren’t?”

      “The statues.”

      “You’re wrong,” Fa’Najae said, pointing to the other end of the street where several forms were visible, emerging from the shadows. “They’re here.”

      She was right. There they were, standing in the middle of the road between us and the church: the two Greek hoplites, the Roman legionary, the cyclops, the minotaur, and the harpies. Only they weren’t stationary. They were alive and shaking their heads, gnashing their teeth, and pointing at us.
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      “Are they on our side or not?” I asked.

      “We won’t know unless we ask,” Celine replied.

      “You’re gonna ask statues if they’re good or bad?”

      “You know an easier way of finding out?”

      I looked over at Fa’Najae and Viviane and they shrugged. My gaze hopped to Enzo, who stroked his chin. “What do you think?”

      “That I should’ve never have let you into my bar,” the elf answered, removing some white powder from inside his frock coat before snorting it. He offered some to Celine and she hoovered it up as well, her eyes rolling back for a moment.

      “Ralph?”

      “I don’t trust any of the shadow dwellers. They were the ones who helped imprison me. Fuck ‘em all.”

      Finally, I eyeballed Glam who was cracking her tiny knuckles. “I say we kick their asses, Kai.”

      Celine shook her head, strode forward and raised her hand in a gesture of goodwill to the statues. “We’re on a mission to save the world.”

      No reaction from the statues and frankly I had no idea whether they even had the ability to communicate.

      “We’re working to save the Numinous and require three auspicious parts,” Celine continued. “One of the pieces is there,” she said, pointing to the church. “You can help us if you want.”

      At this, the statues began laughing, and not a funny ha-ha kind of laugh either. No, this was something deeper and darker, that sounded like knives being rubbed together.

      “If you don’t want to help, we ask that you step aside. That you remain neutral like Prometheus.”

      The laughter stopped.

      The statues’ eyes blazed red.

      “Alrighty then. That ain’t good,” Fa’Najae whispered.

      “On the bright side, it can’t get any worse,” said Celine.

      Boy, was she wrong.

      One of the hoplites removed a horn from a belt and blew the damned thing like some primitive call to arms.

      “What is that?” Ralph asked, bobbing around on his tiny legs.

      Fa’Najae whipped out her goldeneye that reconfigured into a mace, a long club with a spiked ball at the end. “That’s them ringing the dinner bell.”

      “ATTACK!” Glam shrieked, vrooming ahead of us.

      The statues charged. We took evasive action, forming a defensive configuration and readying our weapons.

      The two hoplites churned forward with their long spears. Celine and Fa’Najae were the first to greet them.

      I spotted something at the corner of my vision and turned, gun in hand, to confront one of the harpies. The thing was beating its wings and snatching at the air as I ducked and got off a shot that flew wide.

      The monster shot up into the air. I waited, squinting over the barrel of my gun, preparing to shoot the thing down when—

      WHAM!

      Something slammed into my back, lifting me off the ground.

      An ear-shattering metallic howl filled my ears as I looked up to see that I was in the grip of one of the other harpies. The bronze-colored abomination’s talons were hooked around my shoulders and it was dragging me into the air.

      I struggled, kicking my feet, and we dropped toward the ground.

      Toward Fa’Najae, who’d dropped into a crouch, holding her mace like a baseball bat.

      I closed my eyes as she brought her mace around, obliterating the harpy’s talons, freeing me as I crashed to the ground.

      Rolling over, I grabbed my gun as Fa’Najae grabbed my wrist. “Something’s wrong!” she shouted.

      “You’re just figuring that out now?”

      “That’s not what I meant! Look!”

      The harpy’s severed talons twitched and moved, waiting for the monster that circled around and landed, the talons reattaching themselves.

      “They’ve been protected by magic! They’re regenerating!” Fa’Najae exclaimed.

      We didn’t have time to process this because something big and pissed-off was charging toward us. It was the minotaur!

      I got off one shot that tore through the man-bull’s upper body, but it didn’t slow the thing. The creature hopped onto all fours like a primate, shrugged off the shot, and then tore after us.

      Fa’Najae and I beat our feet, sliding over the hood of a car as the minotaur rammed into it. From our position I watched Celine dueling with the Roman legionary, Glam trying to outrun the harpies, Enzo and Ralph facing off against the cyclops, and Viviane squaring off against the hoplites. Everyone was shooting and hacking and slashing at the statues, to no avail.

      We were getting our butts kicked.

      Something had to be done.

      Viviane whistled at me and bolted to the left when one of the hoplites jumped at her. The thing’s head rammed into her side and she went flying across the street, losing her grip on the briefcase. It spun to a stop near me.

      I grabbed the briefcase, which had popped open, and traded looks with the thing nearest me, the minotaur. The monster’s eyes glowed like two coals at the bottom of a well, and steam rose from its nostrils.

      I only had seconds to come up with a plan. I looked down and grabbed the amber syringe. Something smacked into my hand, knocking the syringe away.

      It was a stone thrown by the minotaur.

      The big bastard reared up on his legs and pounded his chest.

      He hurled another rock at me as I scooted away and lunged for the syringe.

      My fingers danced off the glass as the minotaur pounded toward me.

      Time slowed to a crawl.

      Blood roared in my ears.

      My heart jackhammered against my chest.

      The minotaur exhaled, steam rising from his massive nostrils.

      I grabbed for the syringe again.

      Once, twice, and then I had it in my fingers and yanked back on the plunger. The needle came down on my leg and kept on going as I pushed half of the contents down.

      Then I removed and pocketed the syringe and levered myself up, squaring my feet, waiting for it to happen.

      Frankly, I didn’t know what the hell was going to happen, but I kind of assumed I’d experience some kind of powerful metamorphosis. That I’d level-up, for lack of a better word, juiced like a superhero or a protagonist from a video game.

      None of that happened.

      Not a damned thing aside from a bolt of pain at the injection site.

      I felt dizzy, as if I was about to pass out—and it wasn’t because the minotaur was bearing down, ready to kick the piss out of me.

      Suddenly, my body flushed as if I’d suddenly been sunburned.

      An energy tickled the soles of my feet.

      My muscles began expanding and contracting.

      Sounds were louder.

      Colors more vibrant.

      I was instantly, stronger, faster, more perceptive.

      The minotaur went flying past me and it wasn’t because he’d taken the wrong avenue of attack. No, it was because of the flux, which provided a kind of psychic moment where I’d anticipated the monster’s move and deftly sidestepped it at the last second.

      Spinning on the balls of my feet, I snatched up the briefcase and my eyes widened because there was something in the air. Boxes, grids, icons that listed such things as my statistics—blood pressure, heart rate, height, weight, etc.—along with distances, trajectories, and the measurables of things appearing before me. The animated statues, for instance, were highlighted within several such boxes that included their respective heights, weight, foot-speed, weapons, and expected path of attack, which was blinking in red.

      I reached out, grabbing for the boxes, but snatched at the air. Maybe I couldn’t physically manipulate the boxes, but I did notice that I could move them simply by concentrating.

      Mentally dissecting the scene, I ignored every statue but the minotaur and manipulated the expected path of attack box to create my escape route.

      The minotaur, now nineteen feet away, barreled toward me but the new, flux-infused me was two seconds ahead of him!

      Like a matador, I executed a perfectly-timed slide under the beast and came up behind him.

      The minotaur tried to stop, but his thick legs became entangled and he crumpled into a heap as I moved out to help the others.

      With my supercharged abilities of perception, I was able to analyze the battlefield all at once, going wide, then zooming in on multiple objects at the same time.

      I saw Celine, Glam and the others battling in a circle around a fountain, then quickly calculated distances, trajectories, and the effective lethal range of the weapons carried by the bad guys. Instinctively, I knew what had to be done.

      Faster than thought, I sprang forward.

      The minotaur was still behind me, by the way. I could see the sonofabitch with my new and improved Kai-o-vision, but I was faster than it was. Much faster.

      I jumped onto the hood of a sedan and went airborne.

      Just as I’d hoped, the statues reacted.

      They spotted me and drew their weapons.

      Which was exactly what I wanted them to do.

      I landed on the lip of the fountain, directly between the two groups of monsters, who flung their weapons at me.

      A sword, the spears, and the cyclops’s giant-ass battle ax filled the air.

      Everything, all of the items were highlighted in the grids. I calculated and adjusted my movements accordingly. I bobbed and weaved and contorted my body, evading the cutting instruments that missed me and—

      WHAM!

      Slammed into the other monsters, knocking them back.

      Down went the Roman legionary, the cyclops, and the two hoplites, dropped by their comrades’ weapons.

      The animated statues hit the ground, which allowed Celine and the others enough time to set upon them, dashing them to pieces as I heard a whirring sound and executed a hellacious backflip, barely avoiding the bone knife swung by the minotaur.

      The old me would’ve been a dead man, but flux-infused Kai couldn’t be stopped. Moreover, I was numb to the violence. The old me, harbor cop Kai, would’ve been shocked by the brutality, but the flux had a way of deadening emotion, of making you feel numb, which was certainly a good thing while you were fighting, but might be an issue later on.

      I stuck a landing, still clutching the briefcase, and wheeled as the minotaur swung the bone knife, but his strike was laughably late. His momentum carried him to my right, which allowed me to drop the briefcase, plant my feet, and drive a fist into his chin.

      It was like striking a brick wall and the tiny bones in my hand shattered—splintering like twigs snapped over your knee—but the flux instantly rejuvenated everything.

      Another punch followed, then two more, jarring the beast.

      The minotaur staggered back and an earthshaking rage overtook me. I went on the attack, unleashing a series of wicked uppercuts. Not only had the flux improved my dexterity, but I no longer felt any pain.

      I fought with cold control, my hands a blur of movement as the minotaur lashed out wildly, whipping the bone knife back and forth as I dodged the blade that seemed to move in slow-motion. I jump-kicked the man-bull back into a bus.

      The minotaur lost hold of the bone knife and bounced off the side of the bus, its body leaving an impression in the metal.

      Grabbing up the discarded knife, I saw my POV grids focus on the minotaur’s soft underbelly. I hurled the knife.

      The blade spun end over end, jackhammering into the minotaur with surprising force and pinning it against the bus.

      The monster struggled, fighting to withdraw the blade, but it was no use.

      It groaned, sagged, and then its immense bulk pulled the bus onto itself as everything collapsed to the pavement, trapping the beast.

      Pumping my fist, I looked up to see Celine gaping at me with an open mouth.

      “How did you do all of that?”

      My eyes swung to the briefcase and Celine read my look. She nodded as the others mopped up, finishing off the statues. The only things remaining were the harpies, who were beating a hasty retreat as they flapped away overhead, and one of the hoplites, who was dragging a broken leg as he retreated down the street.

      “I’ll get it!” Fa’Najae said, gesturing at the hoplite.

      Before she could cut the hoplite down, the statue whipped out the horn I’d seen it use earlier. Fa’Najae heaved a dagger into the hoplite’s back, but not before it managed to blow the horn twice.

      So, the thing blew the horn twice, I thought. Big deal.

      Fa’Najae pointed, and I squinted and saw them.

      The things pulling themselves out of the sewers.

      Monsters.

      An army of creepy-crawly monsters.
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      The things that appeared before us looked conjured up out of some madman’s fever dream. There were tall, huge-headed beasties and small ones, some covered in wiry hair and others as bald as eggs. I saw things moving on two legs and four, rows of suckered tentacles slithering over the asphalt, and greasy ringlets attached to creatures that resembled great, pale worms.

      “What the hell are those?” I asked.

      “You know how we call ourselves the Good Folk?” Celine answered.

      I nodded.

      “Well, I guess you could say those are the…Bad Folk.”

      “The Yarrow’s minions,” added Viviane.

      Enzo fired up his pipe. “And an uglier bunch of motherfuckers you’re not likely to see.”

      “How many are there?”

      Glam hummed near the side of my head. “Enough.”

      “We could try reasoning with them,” I said.

      “Not likely to lead to much,” Enzo replied. “They’ve been taken up in the Yarrow’s dark embrace. Out of the shadows they’ve come in full to cause chaos and destruction.”

      “They’re waiting for the darkness to spread,” Glam said. “To blot out the sun and bring back the cold and ice.”

      “A song they’ve been known to sing in the Dark Quarter,” Enzo added. “‘Mortal world turned to ice, what a lovely monster paradise.’”

      I shivered. “That is the worst song ever.”

      Squinting, sifting through the grids in my new POV, I quickly grouped the monsters into bunches of ten, before stopping at twenty. The odds were not good. And then I saw the minotaur emerge from the underside of the bus and I knew it was time to beat our feet.

      “We are leaving right now,” I said.

      “I don’t retreat,” said Glam.

      “We’re not retreating,” Fa’Najae replied. “Just advancing in another direction. RUN!”

      Realizing the odds weren’t good if we confronted the Bad Folk, we spun on our heels and ran down the street toward the All Hallows Church.

      Fueled by anger, the monsters stomped their feet and chased us. An unsettling din filled the city streets as more and more of the things appeared off to the side and up ahead of us.

      With my enhanced abilities I could see that we were only a quarter mile away from the church, but there was no way we’d ever be able to reach it.

      We were cut off.

      There were simply too many of the Bad Folk surging out onto the narrow street, blocking the way forward. A vast throng of unholy creatures wreathed us. I sucked in a breath, squaring my shoulders. We formed a circle, our backs pressed together as the number of monsters continued to swell.

      One of the demons, a thing with three legs and a head that rested in the middle of its torso, pounded the ground like an elephant and shrieked at us.

      “Get dowwwnnnn,” the thing said in a guttural voice. “Get down on the ground.”

      “You first,” I said.

      “Do as it says,” Viviane said in a soft voice.

      “What?”

      “Just do it.”

      Celine’s eyes were as wide as dinner plates. “Viviane…”

      “JUST FUCKING DO IT!” Viviane snarled back.

      Nervous looks were shared, but we lowered ourselves to the ground as the monsters began laughing at us, grins splashing their grotesque faces as they closed in.

      Viviane continued to stand.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

      Fa’Najae grinned. “What she was born to do.”

      Viviane’s hands shot out to her sides and her eyes rolled back in their sockets. Her mouth distended like a snake’s and a series of deep, booming notes emerged from her lips. She seemed to be in a trance, under some kind of powerful spell. Then it happened.

      Her skin split apart.

      The flesh on her face pulled back like a veil to reveal another one hidden underneath.

      This second face was long and pointed like a shovel, the flesh raised, welted, and bleached.

      She shucked her clothes, her body wracked by a series of convulsions that turned her frame into a thrashing knot of twitching muscle. I made a move to help her and Fa’Najae grabbed my arm and pinned me down.

      Next came the wings, erupting from Viviane’s back, white as chalk, flapping, churning the air like twin threshers.

      What little skin remained on Viviane’s body fell away in streamers like wet wallpaper, raised muscle replacing the weak human flesh. Viviane’s legs expanded vertically and horizontally, adding feet to her height and girth to her frame, her fingers morphing into raptor-like hooked claws.

      The attacking monsters hesitated, and I saw something in their beady eyes.

      Fear.

      Real fear for the first time because, quick as a reflex, Viviane had completed her metamorphosis.

      She stood before us fully transformed, an otherworldly creature, a great, bleached reptilian beast.

      “Wha-what is s-she?” I stammered.

      “Draco rigidus frigidus,” Celine gasped.

      Fa’Najae nodded, in awe of Viviane’s transformation. “A white dragon.”

      The monsters’ moment of indecision ended and they ran at us as Viviane shot fifteen feet into the air. Then she landed and wrapped her mighty wings tight to her chest, her face screwed up in agony or ecstasy—I couldn’t tell which—and then it happened.

      Long, thin, bony protuberances shaped like arrows erupted from her skin until she resembled a reptilian pincushion. She drew closer and I saw that the protuberances were actually jagged icicles, thousands of them lodged in her flesh, which continued to expand like a massive balloon.

      Her body clenched together and then BOOM!

      There was an explosion that sent a flurry of ice-arrows flying in every direction.

      Fa’Najae grabbed my hair and yanked my head down as an icicle shrieked directly over us. I could hear the whooshing sounds made by the ice daggers and then the dull thuds as they smacked into the monsters, blowing ragged holes in the beasts.

      Viviane’s bloated form continue to shrink as she dislodged more and more of the icicles, the monsters mowed down where they stood.

      We sat there in silence for several seconds and then I stood and witnessed what Viviane had wrought.

      They were all down.

      All of the bad guys.

      Every fucking monster.

      The ground was carpeted with their bodies, ice daggers lodged in their backs, chests, legs, and heads. Several of the larger ones were still twitching in their death throes as Viviane, now back in her human form and shrouded in a white robe, looking like an angel of death, moved between them. Her hand distended and took on the shape of a translucent sword that she stabbed into the wounded beasts, putting them out of their misery.

      Once this task was completed, she pivoted and opened her wide dragon mouth and plumes of ice leaped out.

      A few heartbeats of silence and then Fa’Najae jumped into the air and pumped her fist. “That’s what I’m talking about! That’s the Viv I know!”

      The white robe wrapped around Viviane and then fused with her flesh, becoming a kind of ivory suit of body armor that was so shiny it blinded me. The light beamed off of the armor and then Viviane planted her feet and screamed victoriously, loud enough to shatter the windows on nearby buildings and cars.

      We stood in awe of her and then she spun, taking in our looks.

      Strode several paces and then tottered.

      I rushed up as she collapsed into my arms. Celine knelt beside me, helping to cradle Viviane, stroking her sweaty head. “You did it, Viv,” she whispered. “You saved the day.”

      Viviane smiled wearily as Enzo removed a clay pipe from his frock coat, stuffed a handful of the white powder in it and fired the thing up with a match. “I hate to break up such a tender moment, but we best be off. The church awaits, as does that.”

      He gestured, and we looked up to see a storm brewing overhead. Angry clouds circled over the city and the sky was spiderwebbed by spokes of lightning.

      “That ain’t a natural storm so let’s get moving while we can,” the elf said, puffing on his pipe.

      Hoisting Viviane to her feet, I gestured to the briefcase which Fa’Najae picked up as we moved briskly down the street, circumventing the fallen monsters and making for All Hallows Church.
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      “Twenty-one hours and fifteen minutes,” Viviane said, struggling to catch her breath. “That’s how long we have to get this piece and then find the third.”

      My eyes roamed heavenward and the sky was indeed angry, black and scarlet all at once as if the end of the world was coming, which it likely was. If anything, the night had somehow deepened in the time we’d been underground.

      “What happens if the Yarrow finds out what we’re doing?”

      “We fight,” Celine said.

      “How do you destroy it?”

      “Only an elemental weapon, one filled with pure flux, can destroy a High Adept,” Enzo said.

      “Great,” I replied. “Who’s got the weapon?”

      Nobody replied and Fa’Najae manufactured a smile. “That was on my to-do list, by the way.” She mimed writing on something. “Find elemental weapon.”

      I wasn’t laughing, however, because if what they told me was true, there really weren’t any living High Adepts aside from the Yarrow and Anselm, the once-upon-a-time badass who might or might not still be marooned down in the Dark Quarter. Damn! We’d have to count on grit and luck to survive because if the stories were true, we wouldn’t stand a chance if the Yarrow ambushed us.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We soon reached the church and thankfully it was deserted. I ushered everyone inside before slamming the oversized doors shut, locking them.

      A few faint pulse lights snapped on to reveal an empty nave filled with rows of wooden pews. Beyond this was a raised altar and a sanctuary.

      Viviane lay down on one of the pews. I made my way toward her but she waved me off. “I’ll be fine…I just need a moment to revive.”

      Enzo handed her a glass bottle filled with yellow liquid which she quickly downed. When he reached for the bottle the light splashed his face. He looked very old and tired. I was worried about how long he could continue the journey. His sleeve pulled back and I noticed markings on his arm, what looked like hundreds of tiny red slashes.

      I pointed to his tattoos. “What’s up with that ink?”

      “It’s a reminder.”

      “Of what?”

      “Something personal.”

      I opened my mouth to reply and Enzo silenced me with a look. He leaned back and took in the church. “It looks different.”

      “It hasn’t changed in over a hundred years,” I replied.

      “I meant this ground,” he said. “This was originally a midden. A trash pile. A place where the natives and the mortal folk who first came here, tossed their refuse.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I played here once upon a time.”

      I smiled. He could tell I didn’t believe him, so he continued, “You and I are not so unalike, Kai. Originally, I was a child of the settlers who built this city. I lived on the other side of the river with my parents and played here, at least until they came for me.”

      “The Good Folk?”

      He shook his head. “In the days before there was a schism in the world of the woodland creatures. There was a tribe given over to the light, and another, ruled by a creature called Stikeleather, that preferred the shadows. There was a disagreement between these two tribes and a war was fought.”

      “The Sect Wars?”

      He nodded.

      “What caused it?”

      “The same thing that causes all conflicts. A minor thing, the passing of a law to stop ‘darknappings,’ the practice of stealing a mortal child, a changeling, without replacing it with one of our own. Stikeleather cried foul, claimed that it would result in the eventual diminishment of his tribe. He and his team of assassins murdered an entire elven council, the ‘Great Letting’ it was called, which gave rise to the war.”

      “You were in the middle of it?”

      He nodded. “A fair portion, yes, for I, too, was a changeling, a stolen child, spirited away from my parents by Stikeleather’s tribe one winter night. When I fought back, they did terrible things to my mother and father, made me run the gauntlet, undergo the winnowing, and cast me down with the Nihil, the nothings, the lowest of lows in the tribe.”

      “Jesus.”

      “I was given no chance to live, but I found a way to use the pain and anger. I never gave up, and I made those who took from me pay for what they did. I helped end the war.”

      “And here you are.”

      He nodded. “Big as life and twice as nasty.”

      “I’m glad you’re with us, Enzo.”

      “I’m not, but what the hell. One you’ve run an elven gauntlet and survived the winnowing, there’s nothing left to fear.”

      He paused, then pulled his sleeve back in full to reveal even more of the red tattoo slash marks. “Each of these represents an elf whose life I took in combat.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded, but there was nothing left to say.

      Viviane stood and stretched, looking better. I grabbed her wrist. “Feeling any better?”

      She nodded and we moved slowly down a main aisle, taking in the windows of stained glass, the walls of heavy stone, the air heavy with the residue of incense and candles.

      As I walked, I scanned the gold map, mentally plotting a path forward. From what I could see, the second object was just on the other side of a set of tall metal doors that lay beyond the altar.

      Faint, animalistic screams echoed somewhere outside. I had visions of the church being surrounded by an army of unholy things, but that just meant we had to continue on.

      We couldn’t stop.

      We were running out of time.

      Something low to the ground blurred past. I flinched, looking down to see a rotund tabby cat, the church’s only pet and resident mouser.

      The cat peered up at us, its yellow eyes flashing.

      “Well, well, well,” Ralph said, scurrying by my feet. “That is one good-looking cat.”

      Celine shook her head. “Don’t even tell me…”

      Ralph shrugged. “Nine lives are better than one.”

      The cat hissed. Ralph twirled his tiny rat hands, creating ropes of yellow light that danced along his claws. The light wrapped around the cat, which struggled as a burst of plasma-like light, what I assumed was Ralph’s essence, exited the rat and entered the cat.

      The rat shook its head and ran off on all fours as the cat just sat there for a moment.

      Then its visage changed, its mouth curling up like a human’s as it stood on two feet.

      “Not too shabby, this rotund little tabby,” Ralph said. “I need to lose a little poundage and I have a hankering for a scratching pad and a litter box, but otherwise, I’m much improved.”

      “Not from where I’m standing,” said Fa’Najae.

      Ralph offered her two middle fingers as Celine cautioned him to have a little respect since we were inside a church.

      I shouldered open the tall metal doors beyond the altar, tensing, ready for anything, but nothing greeted us. Not a damn thing. The rear room was completely empty aside from some shelving and a few cardboard boxes.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, holding up the map. “It should be right here.”

      Enzo pointed down. “What do you see?”

      “A floor.”

      “What else?”

      “A floor made of tiles.”

      “This church was built on top of another, much older church,” said the elf.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve been below this spot before.”

      He dropped to the ground, opened his frock coat—which seemed to contain an endless supply of handy things—and removed a silver spike and what looked like a tiny geological hammer.

      “Get back,” he said.

      “What are you—”

      He brought the hammer down on the spike in one solid movement, puncturing a hole in the travertine tile floor.

      The explosive blast from the hammer blew out a four-by-four section of the tile, revealing the subfloor underneath, a row of joists and…something else.

      Something darker.

      Something much older.

      A rickety catwalk lashed together with what looked like ancient rope or vines, leading down into the darkness.

      I glanced up from the hole. Enzo was grinning. “You first.”
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* * *

      Viviane handed me a light stick and I lowered myself onto a wooden platform. Next came Enzo, then Glam who buzzed alongside me, followed by Celine, the ladies, and finally Ralph who meowed and jumped down.

      We headed down the wooden staircase, which swayed under our collective weight. Its wooden beams were hand-cut and shrouded in cobwebs. Holding the light up, I saw that we were in a massive cavern that lay directly under the All Hallows Church. On the walls were crude drawings and pictographs of strange-looking people and creatures.

      Stopping, I flashed the light at our feet and that’s when it hit me.

      The staircase was actually carved into the branches of a tree.

      A huge tree.

      The biggest one I’d ever seen.

      It was like a section of a titanic dead redwood that had once grown underground. Its silvered, almost fossilized branches looked like the tentacles on an octopus, sprouting in every direction.

      “What is this?”

      “An archetype, believe it or not,” Enzo said. “One of a thousand sacred trees.”

      Celine nodded. “Many cultures have one. The Norse Yggdrasil, the Persian Gaokerena, the Jewish Etz Chaim.”

      “The skambha, the world tree,” Enzo said, spreading out his hands. “These branches once connected our lands to yours.”

      Waving my light, I could see that sections of the mighty trunk appeared to be fire-blackened. “What happened?”

      “The Battle of the Bitter Root was fought here among the elves. One of the last, great engagements in the Sect Wars.”

      We moved down through a hole in the tree’s main trunk and continued over a winding course of steps on a branch that was black and looked ready to break off at any moment. I began to notice that the injection of flux was wearing off little by little. The grids I’d seen earlier were gone, my reaction time was back to normal, and my muscles were beginning to ache.

      At the bottom of the stairs was a massive slab of naked rock which was slicked with algae. Following the map, we made our way slowly across it, headed toward a tunnel.

      The sound of rushing water echoed against the walls, which were etched with strange symbols and charcoal runes.

      A small stream dumped into a hole carved into the stone, and a streak of iridescent light glimmered from a spot far below.

      I could see that the light was coming from an eerily-lit grotto that was wreathed with rusted chains and ropes, all manner of stone weights, and decaying pulley systems.

      The ceiling was high here, more than fifteen feet. The walls were recessed and obscured by shadows from debris on the ground.

      A stone path ran through the center of the grotto, lit from below. At the far end was a raised stone platform.

      I massaged my face, swinging the light stick, shining it in Enzo’s eyes. “The ancestors of the ancient elves built all of this,” Enzo said. “Master craftsmen, they were.”

      “Ancient architects and engineers,” Viviane offered.

      “Which means this place…” I said, my words trailing off.

      “…Is like one giant machine,” Enzo said.

      “But built for what purpose?”

      Nobody responded. Enzo pointed. “What we came for is down there.”

      A tiny stone tumbled from a nook near the ceiling and rolled down a stone chute. The chute ran the entirety of the far wall, from ceiling to floor.

      Everyone smiled at the teeny size of the stone and then it happened.

      Enzo cursed.

      I turned to him. “What is it?”

      “It ain’t good,” he answered, pointing to another stone following the first one.

      This was one larger, kicking up a small plume of dust.

      The second one triggered a third one that was even bigger.

      Before we could get off a scream, a domino-like effect occurred, with ever-larger stones rumbling down the chute.

      The walls began to shake.

      It was as if the grotto and the cavern itself was some gigantic mechanism that had just started up.

      “LET’S GO!” I shouted.

      We ran down the stone path and I noticed movement to my right.

      Hands reached out from behind, grabbed my shoulders, and pulled me down as—

      Something unseen grazed my head.

      I collapsed to the ground, Enzo hovering over me.

      My eyes spotted a shadow overhead.

      The outline of a massive circle of stone swinging like a pendulum.

      A boobytrap.

      Something that would’ve taken off my head if it wasn’t for Enzo.

      “You saved me,” I said to Enzo, grateful.

      He grimaced. “Sure it won’t be the last time.”

      We moved onto the raised stone platform. It had a base and then a relief of some kind on the wall that resembled an ancient mathematical board, complete with intricately-carved stone pieces of various shapes and textures with sets of numbers and ancient letters engraved in the stone.

      “Watch your ass,” Enzo cautioned, gesturing to the board. “Don’t touch it. If memory serves, it’s pressure sensitive.”

      “What is it?”

      “A cipher board of sorts. Something we’ll have to decode. Once you figure out the code and match the pattern, it’ll open a door.”

      “That’s all very interesting, but we don’t have time to break codes,” Fa’Najae said.

      “I can do it,” Celine said. “I can match the pattern.”

      We stepped aside. Celine stood in front of the board. She reached out a finger, hesitated, then pressed one of the stone pieces, causing it to slide into the board.

      We watched in awe as she worked her magic.

      Her eyes darted back and forth, and I could see that she was able to discern subtle movements in the board.

      A trickle of dirt from a piece here, a spasm there, and a light pushback all indicated the allusion of mechanical pieces moving behind and out of sight.

      Celine’s face brightened as she worked the mechanism, figuring it out on the fly, her fingers moving fast like a concert pianist warming up.

      “You always were good with your hands,” Fa’Najae said.

      Celine elbowed her and continued to press various pieces as the board. After several more movements and arrangements, the board withdrew into the platform.

      A few seconds more and the board completely disappeared.

      In its place was an open crawl space.

      A very tiny open crawlspace.

      Barely big enough for a child to slip through.

      “Built for a svelte elf,” Enzo said, patting his generous midsection.

      Viviane snapped on the Diviner and shined its light inside the crawlspace.

      “It’s there,” she said. “Someone needs to go in.”

      I turned to see everyone staring at Ralph, who was grooming himself with one of his paws.

      “What?”

      “We’re looking at you, big boy,” said Fa’Najae. “You’re the perfect size.”

      “What about the friggin’ fairy?” Ralph asked, pointing at Glam.

      “She’s delicate,” said Enzo.

      Ralph grimaced and pawed at the ground. “Fine, whatever,” he said with a flick of a paw. “That’ll teach me to hop bodies with a goddamned cat.”

      Ralph moved back and then did some bizarre jumping jacks, warming up. I tossed him the light stick and he bolted forward and wiggled into the crawl space.

      We dropped to the stone and watched Ralph worm forward.

      It was apparent that the entryway led to a larger space, a chamber, hidden behind a wall of stone.

      Ralph shuffled forward, faster, and brushed a raised piece of stone, which caused a movement in the walls. The cat froze, careful not to breathe.

      “You’re doing just fine,” I said.

      Ralph looked back and gave me a paws up.

      Then the floor fell away beneath him.

      “SHIT!” he screamed.

      Somehow able to use his catlike quickness to save himself, Ralph’s paws and legs shot out and snagged the edges of what we could see was a trapdoor that had fallen away underneath him.

      He braced his body and we waited, terrified that he’d fall through the opening.

      Then he hissed and a pulse of light formed under him, levitating his body into the air as he leaped forward beyond the trap.

      He edged forward and reached the other end of the chamber, where we could see a stone ledge.

      Something rested on it.

      A silver wheel with green spokes.

      “That’s it!” Celine gasped. “That’s the Arondight!”

      Ralph pumped a paw and then stood before the ledge.

      Conjuring up loops of light, he used them to gently probe and then hoist the Arondight.

      Holding the silver wheel up, he turned, grinning ear-to-ear.

      “That wasn’t so hard!” Ralph shouted.

      He smiled, relieved—and that’s when the walls started closing in on him.
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      “HURRY!” Celine screamed.

      Ralph kicked up his paws, bounding forward on all fours as the space closed in on him. He hurdled the hole in the floor, did a somersault and then extended his front legs, casting loops of energy that held the walls at bay, at least for a moment.

      I reached in and grabbed him as the walls slammed shut behind him.

      Enzo took the Arondight from him and held it up, a faint light shining like a beacon from within the object.

      “What does it do?”

      “You might think of it as a…fuse for the Numinous,” the elf replied.

      “I’m surprised,” Glam said, buzzing around. “I figured this would be much more difficult.”

      A clicking sound filled the cavern, followed by the sound of gears and chains springing to life.

      I gestured back in the direction we’d come from. “Let’s rock and roll.”

      Dirt began showering us as tiny stones fell from somewhere overhead. The ground, walls, and ceiling groaned and a rumble began to build, as if the area all around us was gripped in the aftershock of an earthquake.

      We ran back across the path, keeping our eyes peeled for traps.

      The walls to the left and right of us fell away to reveal a menagerie of chains, ropes, and ancient vines. A crude pulley system of some kind.

      Celine waved her hands. “RUN!”

      The pulley system engaged, stone weights heading up while others traveled down, the contraption in constant motion.

      A large form shot out of the ground in front of us, causing me to slide to a stop.

      It was a giant stone corkscrew that churned through the ground, ripping the path apart, blocking the way out.

      We turned to see another corkscrew moving up through the ground behind us.

      Then the walls began subtly shifting toward us.

      “Anyone got any bright ideas?” Fa’Najae asked.

      Glam flew up and began knocking several of the vines and ropes from the pulley system down toward us.

      We each grabbed one of them and began scaling the walls.

      Viviane slipped once. I grabbed her wrist, steadying her as we pulled ourselves fifteen feet up onto a ledge that was maybe two feet wide. The walls slammed together beneath us, kicking up a cloud of dust.

      “There’s a rope bridge over there,” Glam said, flapping her wings, beating the air with her golden dust to reveal the way forward.

      With our backs to a water-slicked rock wall, we inched along the ledge and then headed up over a series of boulders until we were thirty feet over the path.

      Someone took a step and there was a puff of air. A plume of red dust sparkled, filling the air, creating a red haze that radiated heat.

      “Farkin-A,” Celine said. “Don’t move!”

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      “We just tripped a magical booby trap,” Ralph replied. “That red dust is a spell.”

      Viviane held up a light stick to reveal something beyond the red dust…things pinned to the cavern’s roof. Forms and figures—bodies—cocooned in what looked like the silk of a spider’s web.

      “Please tell me I’m not seeing that,” I said.

      “Elves,” said Celine.

      “Left behind to protect this sacred space, most likely,” said Enzo.

      I blinked because there was movement in the webbing.

      “Exactly what kind of spell is that, Ralph?”

      “The resurrection kind.”

      The eyes on the elves slowly peeled back, yellow and hungry.

      “Shouldn’t we talk to them or something?” I asked.

      Enzo shook his head. “I doubt they’re in the talking mood.”

      An arrow suddenly stuck in the wall next to my head.

      “THEY’RE SHOOTING AT US!”

      “MOVE IT!” Fa’Najae screamed.

      We made for the rope bridge under heavy fire, the air filled with arrows and thin blades that zipped past my head.

      Enzo grabbed Ralph and went over first, the bridge bouncing and twisting. Celine followed with Glam, then Fa’Najae, and Viviane. I brought up the rear, gripping the briefcase, keeping an eye on the elves who were spider-crawling down the rock walls.

      “We’re on your side!” I shouted to a hollow-eyed elf who responded by heaving an ax at me. I ducked under it.

      The others hopped off the bridge. I planted a foot on the rope decking, grabbing the sides, willing myself forward.

      One step forward, then another.

      The elves were shrieking in anger behind me.

      Celine and the others were visible up ahead, exhorting me to hurry. Easier said than done.

      Two more steps, then four.

      I was going to make it.

      Not only that, but we’d collectively done it.

      We’d ventured down under the church and found the second item.

      The third and final object was located in the city proper, which meant it would likely be much easier going.

      Something echoed.

      What was it?

      The sound of something snapping.

      Fabric…material…the bridge’s rope.

      My eyes swung to Celine, who was staring and pointing, open-mouthed. I followed her line of sight to see the section of rope to my right had been hit by a blade flung by the elves and was fraying in real-time, the fibers pulling apart. Then the rope fell away.

      “SHIT!”

      I lurched to the left and grabbed the other rope, holding on for dear life with both hands.

      I dangled over the chasm.

      And then wouldn’t you know, the other rope snapped off too.

      I rode what was left of the bridge down toward the others, slamming against the rock wall ten feet under them.

      Clutching the briefcase with one hand and the bridge’s rope with the other, my grip slowly gave way. Hooking my arm through the rope, I tossed the briefcase up to Celine while reaching down with my other hand to pinch the goldeneye that was still in my pocket. I rubbed a finger over it, focusing, trying to will something out of it that might be of use.

      The wood reconfigured into a dagger that I drove into a notch in the rock wall as the ladder fell away under me.

      Both hands around the dagger, I dangled from the wall.

      The elves continued to howl and chuck things at me from the other side of the chasm. At least one of their axes slammed into my back.

      I could feel the blade dig into the meat in the middle of my back. The impact nearly swiped me off my perch. I cried out, realizing I was still in one piece. The effects of the flux were wearing off, but there was still enough magic in me to speedheal, to save my ass yet again.

      Harnessing the pain and anger, I torqued my body and the dagger up all in one motion and slammed the blade into another notch as if I were on the salmon ladder on the TV show American Ninja.

      An arrow hammered into my hamstring, but I didn’t stop. Again and again I muscled myself up the wall as Celine and the others began returning fire at the elves with their weapons. I was only eight or nine feet away from the ledge where the others were, but it seemed like it was taking forever.

      And then the first body slammed into the wall next to me.

      The first elf.

      The fuckers were throwing themselves at me now.

      “HURRY!” the others screamed in unison.

      “I’M GOING AS FAST AS I CAN!”

      Another body slammed next to me, then three more. One of them actually managed to grab a handhold and I peered at the thing’s warped face. There was homicide in the little bastard’s eyes as it pulled back a bone knife. I kicked it in the stomach, knocking it off the wall.

      Five more body thrusts and Celine reached down and pulled me up.

      Flux or not, my muscles were on fire. I rolled over and looked back at the elves on the other side of the chasm who were still voicing their displeasure. Fa’Najae flipped them off and then we were moving again, heading down another tunnel, searching for a way out.
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* * *

      Using the map and our intuition, we followed the course of the tunnel, climbing up, the tunnel growing narrower, forcing us to walk single file.

      Celine stumbled over the first bone.

      Then a ribcage.

      Then an entire skeleton.

      The tunnel was soon littered with bleached bones and then came a splash of light poking down through a section of metal grating.

      Celine kicked the grating in and we climbed up into the underside of a mausoleum. I knew immediately where we were: the small cemetery at the rear of the church.

      “We made it,” I said.

      “And we got this little beauty,” Fa’Najae said, holding up the Arondight.

      “Where’s the next piece?” Glam asked.

      I knelt and removed the gold map then looked at Celine, who removed the Datamancer from the briefcase. The Arondight was inserted into the device and the gold map followed. We waited for it to etch the location of the third device.

      The map popped out and I scanned it, recognizing where the third auspicious piece, the Greysteil, was located.

      Downtown in the city’s tallest building.

      How and why it was there, I didn’t know.

      “That’s where it is,” I said.

      “How far?”

      “Four miles, maybe less.”

      Smiles were shared. Fa’Najae bumped fists with Celine. “We’re going to do this, girl,” she said. “We’re going to save the world.”

      A scream ripped the air.

      Coming from somewhere outside the mausoleum.

      “Hold that thought,” Celine said to Fa’Najae.

      We crept over to the crypt’s metal door and then tiptoed over to the tiny window with metal mesh that afforded an obstructed view of the outside.

      My line of sight was partially blocked by some headstones and a gnarled tree, but I glimpsed things slashing through the shadows.

      Lots of things.

      Scampering all over the rear and sides of the church.

      And in the middle of the figures stood Kenya and Aiyanna. They swept their hands and created a fireball that was cast against the church, setting it alight, and that’s when I knew we were in deep shit.

      The Yarrow’s assassins had tracked us down.
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      “Okay, so who wants to hear some good news and bad news,” I said, slumping to the mausoleum’s floor.

      “Are both of them the same?” Viviane asked.

      “They’re outside,” I said.

      “Who?”

      “Your BFFs. Kenya and Aiyanna.”

      “Thought I smelled a spell-weaver,” Ralph said, his tail flicking back and forth.

      “What do we want to do?”

      “Besides kicking ass?” Glam said, spinning in a circle.

      “I’ll create a distraction,” Enzo said.

      Celine shook her head. “We’re all going out together.”

      “And risk not getting that third piece? I think not, Celine. I’ll stay. I’m not afraid of a couple of shifters and their minions. I’ve faced worse.”

      Enzo fully pulled back both sections of his frock coat to display a dizzying collection of weapons concealed within. Dangling from a section of fabric were knives and other bladed weapons, a small ax, and even what looked like a crude pistol or two. I watched his eyes move from weapon to weapon, lingering on each one. He touched the tip on a dagger and ran his finger down the ax’s blade.

      Then he removed a pair of knives-slash-brass-knuckles that fit perfectly around his stubby hands. Flicking his wrists, the blades distended, once, twice, until the knives were the size of machetes.

      “Once we go out the door, I’ll go left and you go right. Don’t stop for anything, no matter what you hear,” the elf said, snorting another line of white powder.

      “You don’t have to do this, Enzo,” Glam said.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the Yarrow has to be stopped. Besides, you were right before. At some point you have to take a stand. What’s right is right.”

      “Then I’ll fight with you,” I said.

      “The hell you will. No way I’m taking responsibility for your mortal ass. No, I’m better off by myself. Besides, once you begin a journey you have to see it through to the end.”

      A look came over his face and his visage softened. For a moment his face changed under the moonlight and I caught a glimpse of the mortal that had once been, the young man who’d been stolen away from his parents. Somehow, at least for the moment, he looked younger by decades, a mischievous light in his eyes.

      He moved swiftly, taking up a position near the front door as we waited behind him. Enzo silently mouthed some words about praying that it wasn’t “too far to the western gate,” which I assumed was an allusion to death. Then he closed his eyes and booted the mausoleum doors open.

      We rolled to the right and Enzo hooked a left.

      He moved like a dark cutout across the cemetery grounds and then alighted onto a tombstone, perched on it like a crow.

      Kenya and Aiyanna, along with the monsters that had accompanied them, spotted him and stopped.

      “If you put your fucking tails between your legs and leave right now, I promise not to kill the lot of ya!” the elf shouted.

      The monsters clawed at the air and laughed.

      They rampaged toward Enzo who whipped out his knives, the points shimmering like diamonds tossed across a swatch of black velvet.

      Celine grabbed and pulled me back as Enzo waded into the attackers. He moved like a reaper, dancing across the tops of the graves, slicing, dicing, and bringing hell down on the beasts.

      We exited through an alley at the back of the church. I asked Celine what would happen to Enzo and she said he’d find a way to make it, that he always had in the past, even though I wasn’t so sure.

      I stopped and looked back, listening to the sounds of Enzo and the dark creatures fight. I stayed just long enough to see whether there was a green plume of dust issuing into the sky and when none was witnessed, I felt better about Enzo, that perhaps we’d find a way to rejoin us.

      The city streets seemed more alive than they had when we’d entered the church. Strange, winged creatures circled in the air like buzzards, monstrous trumpeting echoed from all around, along with a strange, lilting beat that filtered down over the blacktop.

      Celine and I worked our way up toward the others. We ducked under a building awning to get our bearings.

      “How far?” Fa’Najae asked.

      I gestured down Water Street. “Fifteen blocks down, then we hook a left on Nostromo Avenue.”

      “That’s a long run across open ground,” Ralph said. “Plus, there’s that.”

      He pointed to the sky and we saw colors in the air that resembled the Aurora Borealis.

      “Before you ask, those are what you might call magical contrails. The after-effects of powerful spells.”

      Celine blanched. “The Yarrow?”

      Ralph nodded. “That’s the kind of shit that happens when a High Adept is literally working his or her magic.”

      A pattering sound filled the air, the note made by the slapping of bare feet on asphalt. We hugged the building and looked down a side street to see a small army of deformed things slinking along, fanning out in every direction, covering the way I’d planned to take to get to our next destination.

      “They’re circling us,” Celine said. “Trying to cut us off.”

      “Anyone got any bright ideas?” Fa’Najae asked.

      Viviane’s face brightened. She smiled. “I do.”
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* * *

      Racing against time, we dropped down into the subway and ran down the tracks for several blocks, hoping to slip past the Yarrow’s monster army.

      We climbed back up the stairs on Fincher Avenue and followed Viviane, who zigged and zagged until she’d come to a storefront.

      A Blockbuster video store.

      Yep, there was still one around.

      “I didn’t even know these were still operating,” I said.

      “Nobody else does, either,” said Viviane.

      “Only other one is in another of your states,” Celine said. “Near Bend, Oregon. One of the owners’ parents is also a seer. It’s the perfect place to keep a stash.”

      “Of what?”

      She just smiled and jimmied the front door open, leading us past displays filled with CD boxes and even a section of old VHS tapes. It looked like the place had been frozen in 2003.

      “This is it?” Ralph asked. “You brought us to a friggin’ video store?”

      “It was either this or the House of Skins.”

      “The what?”

      “A place where the hides of many exotic beasts are kept,” Ralph replied. “Each hide has been kissed with a bit of flux to allow the wearer to become one with the creature.”

      While that sounded pretty fucking cool, Ralph said there simply wasn’t enough time to go anywhere else. We’d have to make due with the video store.

      Viviane moved to a wall display, a section devoted to Gwyneth Paltrow movies. A sign on the display said, All Gwyneth All The Time!

      “We put the door behind the display we thought would be the least likely one to be checked out,” she said, pointing at the Gwyneth sign.

      Viviane pressed a button on the display and cursed when nothing happened. Using her artificer skills, she removed an electrical panel and began stripping wires as I caught sight of Ralph strolling down an aisle of fantasy and sci-fi movies. He stopped and hissed at a Lord of the Rings display.

      “You didn’t like the movies?” I asked.

      “Well done, but totally inaccurate and it fails to capture the nuanced relationship and bonds that exist between the Good People.”

      “What about you?” I asked. “What are you?”

      He cocked an eye. “A big fat, fucking cat.”

      “I meant before.”

      “I liked to think of myself as a sage.”

      “What happened with the Yarrow?”

      “What happened, dearest Kai, is that I was a sage who made the mistake of believing he was a hero. I’d come into my own in terms of my necromantic powers and when someone suggested I tag along to track down the Yarrow, I thought it was my best chance to step up my game.”

      “To become a Master?”

      He flicked his paw. “I already was one. I wanted the brass ring, I wanted to become like the most high. I wanted to become an Adept.”

      “What happened?”

      “Pride. The old adage is true. It absolutely, positively comes before a fall. And my fall, when it came, was simply worse than most others.”

      “Why are you helping us?”

      “My reasons are not altogether altruistic. Besides the obvious chance to get another body,  I’ve seen what the Yarrow can do. If he finds a way to destroy the Numinous, he’ll bring back the darkness and hell with it. I don’t know about you, but I’m not a fan of darkness or hell.”

      Someone whistled, and we saw that Viviane had moved aside the display to reveal a metal door. She typed in a code and the door hissed open to reveal an inner sanctum.

      A garage-like space with a roll-up door and walls made of cinderblock. Motion-sensing lights snapped on as we strolled down a ramp to see that the walls were filled with metal lockers. Some of the lockers were open, revealing a collection of high-tech weaponry: guns, pistols, sets of body armor, goggles, what looked like rocket launchers and various death-dealing devices, and a dozen or so automatons.

      “This is the bolthole,” Viviane said, stuffing some of the automatons in her rucksack. “A secret bugout spot left by the Sicarii, only to be accessed in time of dire emergency.”

      “But I thought you guys couldn’t operate in the light.”

      “Absent dispensations we generally can’t, but we’ve got mortals working with us,” Viviane said.

      “Familiars, you might say,” Celine added. “It makes sense if you think about it. Both sides have a vested interest in maintaining the truce and seeing that the Numinous remains in good working order.”

      “Understood, and this stuff is super cool, but it’s not going to get us past those things outside,” I said.

      Celine grabbed a few water bottles off a table. She doused herself before handing the rest out to us.

      Viviane moved over to the center of the sanctum and whipped back a tarp to reveal a massive machine, what looked like one of those Gurkha tactical armored vehicles I’d once seen in a Popular Mechanics magazine.

      Nobody said anything. We were all too mesmerized by the machine. I did a slow lap around it, scrutinizing the giant battering ram on the front bumper, the armored baffles on the side, the thick bulletproof glass, the two small mini-guns bolted to either side of the hood.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “A piece of vehicular divinity,” said Viviane.

      “An armored car,” Celine added.

      “Me likey,” Fa’Najae said with a grin. “Vroom, vroom.”

      I could barely control my glee. “This thing is awesome.”

      “Glad you like it,” Viviane replied, tossing me a set of keys hanging from a skull’s head keyring, “because you’re driving.”
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      I climbed behind the wheel of the tactical vehicle, inserted the key, and listened to the engine rumble and purr. Celine took the shotgun seat, positioning the briefcase on her lap. The  others sat behind us, partially concealed behind a partition as I checked the mirrors and scoped the controls.

      There was a single stick shift, a panel of silver knobs for the interior climate controls, and a glass oval dashboard with a touchscreen.

      Swiping my fingers across the touchscreen, I activated the machine’s lights, then studied its defensive and weapons systems which could be engaged using a trigger on the stick shift.

      I tapped the box on the touchscreen for the twin cannons and up popped a red laser targeting reticle on the inside of the windshield.

      Manipulating the stick shift, I was able to move the reticle left and right, up and down.

      “What do you think?” Celine asked.

      “Can I keep it?”

      She smiled and leaned over, her breath hot on my neck, her fingers moving down my thigh. “Get us to that third piece and you can have whatever you want.”

      She winked and I felt a bulge beginning to build in my pants. I put the tactical vehicle in gear, tapping a box on the touchscreen for the rollup door.

      The door opened, and the first monster stumbled into view.

      I flashed the high beams and the beast, a long-limbed abomination with a distended gut and row of bone up over its neck and head that resembled a crown, squinted, shielding its eyes. I paused, then jammed down on the gas and opened up the machine’s mighty engine which roared like a hungry animal.

      The battering ram on the tactical machine pulped the monster as we tore over its corpse, spinning out onto the street before veering hard left.

      The road was filled with monsters of all shapes and sizes.

      Toggling the stick shift, I manipulated the targeting reticle and then squeezed the trigger as ropes of orange fire leaped from the twin cannons.

      The monsters fell in rows. Those that didn’t collapsed under the tactical machine’s mighty wheels.

      Celine and the others cheered, holding on for dear life as I accelerated, swinging across a sidewalk, slaloming between parked cars as the remaining monsters scattered or gave chase.

      Two enterprising troll-like creatures jumped onto the sides of the tactical machine. I lowered the windows and the ladies skewered them with their goldeneye daggers.

      I blasted down through an intersection, shooting through another delegation of creatures, including a demonic unicorn with a black horn and red eyes that charged at us.

      The front end of our ride clipped the unicorn and sent the thing spiraling through the air as a flock of harpies swooped down at us.

      “We’ve got harpies at three o’clock!” Fa’Najae shouted through the partition.

      “Now that’s a sentence you don’t hear every day!” I replied.

      I pinned the gas pedal and monkeyed the wheel, rocketing back up onto the sidewalk toward a subway overpass.

      The harpies were fast.

      We were faster.

      The tactical machine sped under the overpass as the harpies either slammed into the façade or broke off their pursuit.

      The other whooped as Celine squeezed my leg. I smiled. “We did it.”

      “You did it,” she replied.

      “It’s the flux,” I confided. “I injected myself with it back when we were attacked by the statues.”

      Her lips screwed into a wry grin. She opened the briefcase and removed the syringe. “Here’s a little secret: this isn’t even pure flux, Kai.”

      “You mean—”

      She nodded. “Whatever you did back there largely came from within you.”

      “What does this mean?”

      “There’s a reason you can experience the liminal hour. It seems that you may possess powers greater than you know. You just have to find a way a fully harness them.”

      I took this in, contemplating the enormity of what it might mean. Driving on, we soon exited the other side of the overpass, slicing by the city’s only cemetery, a raised plot of land originally built in the early nineteenth century that held a few thousand graves. The street here was calm and for that we were grateful.
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* * *

      Ten minutes later, we’d pulled up on Nostromo Avenue in front of the Ironwood, a forty-story skyscraper with penthouses whose name came from an exterior made of glass, iron, and wood paneling that purportedly included some building materials from an original construction site.

      I opened the gold map to see the third auspicious piece, the Greysteil, was located somewhere at the top of the building.

      “How did it get to the top?” Ralph asked.

      “Maybe it’s inside the materials used to build the building,” Glam offered.

      “Or someone else has it,” I said.

      “How is that possible?”

      “There’s a man who lives at the top of that building. A guy named Haven Barlow.”

      “Why do I know that name?” Celine asked.

      “Because you ripped off his museum the other night,” I replied. “He’s the richest guy in the city and a huge collector of artifacts, fossils, you name it.”

      “You think he’s got the Greysteil?”

      “We won’t know until we check.”

      We concealed the tactical vehicle in an alley and exited the machine, the ground trembling, undulating.

      “Please don’t tell me that—”

      The remaining words crumbled in my mouth as every manhole cover in sight exploded into the air with a gaseous whump!

      Pale, hooked hands appeared, pulling long, bulbous bodies out of the ground. The things, and there were seven of them, stood on the ground sporting the segmented bodies of spiders, with a shiny head attached to a bloated, pulsating abdomen. Each of their five legs were as slender as javelins, their heads crowned with a series of antennae that were rotating in every direction.

      “What the hell are those things?”

      “The brood,” Celine said. “The spawn-spinners, the mighty mothers that give birth to much of the lesser creatures that scurry about underground.”

      As if on cue, the monsters’ abdomens ruptured, showering the ground with blood, pus, and seven lumpy objects that were shrouded in some sort of gruesome amniotic sacs.

      Whatever was in the sacs, the monsters’ offspring, stood unsteadily on spindly legs, shrugged off the sacs and howled in agony. Then everything, mothers and spawn, began ticking and clicking and moving spastically down the street.

      “Get inside the building!” I shouted.

      We angled toward the building as the monsters began firing things at us, ropes of white liquid with barbs at the end that shot forth like bullwhips.

      Celine and Viviane reached the doors of the building. They were locked so Ralph, partially recharged, used his magic to open them.

      Before I could reach the others, one of the monsters’ ropes struck me in the back and the force of the impact sent me flying far afield from the front doors.

      I slammed into the hood of a car and rolled over. Pulling my goldeneye out, I fashioned it into a pistol and popped up from behind the car, opening fire on the things.

      One of my shots pierced the joints on three of a mother beast’s legs, shattering them like plates.

      The thing toppled in stages, like a tree felled in the woods.

      It collapsed on its side and when it rose I fired a round that struck the demon in the abdomen, creating a crooked fissure down the center of the thing’s exoskeleton that caused both  halves to split apart like an overripe melon.

      Emboldened, I moved out from behind the car. Celine and the others were shouting for me to join them, but I wanted to make sure they were all able to get inside. Running sideways, I fired at the mothers and offspring as they gave chase.

      Kneeling, I shot one of the spawn through the stomach, its belly opening, spraying long coils of clotted innards over the street and sidewalk.

      The others fired lengths of white rope that smashed into the buildings beside me. Ducking, I combat-rolled under a bus and ran for my life, convinced that the slavering jaws on the things were ready to take a bite out of my ass.

      I wheeled around the corner of the skyscraper, and pressed myself against the structure, hugging the shadows. Crabbing back, I pivoted as a figure shambled out of the shadows.

      I brought my pistol up into the thing’s face.

      The face of a man.

      My eyes pinched to focus because I…knew the man.

      I’d seen him before.

      Hell, I’d saved his life.

      It was Bill Ryker.

      The Pasty Dude I’d saved after he’d jumped into the river. His eyes were wide and his lips were trembling and he too could see the monsters. He clenched my arm and pulled me through an open door at the rear of the skyscraper.
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      Ryker bolted the door shut and placed a finger on my lips.

      “Those f-fucking t-things can hear everything,” he whispered through chattering teeth.

      We listened to the sound of the monsters crashing past outside, their bodies thumping against the door. Then Ryker signaled for me to follow.

      He dashed through a service hallway and slid to a stop. He held up a finger as he caught his breath.

      “I guess we’re even now,” he said.

      “How’s that?”

      “I just saved you,” Ryker said, smiling nervously, pointing back toward the door.

      I just stared at him for several seconds. Then I waved my hand in front of his face. “How are you seeing this?”

      He looked to the ground. “I know this is gonna sound weird…I mean, I don’t know how else to say this but—”

      “You’ve always seen things,” I replied, finishing his thought.

      He nodded. “That girl back in the river. I saw her too, but tonight, the things that are out there… I’ve never experienced anything like it and the light—”

      “Or lack thereof.”

      Ryker held up his wristwatch, which had stopped. “Exactly. It should be nearly seven in the morning, but it’s not and…Christ, where the hell’s the sun?”

      I nodded. He grabbed my shoulders. “You know something, don’t you.”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me,” Ryker said.

      I hesitated, wary of confiding anything in anyone, but the fact that Ryker was obviously a seer and was experiencing all that I was, meant that he was an ally, and allies were in short supply. I gave him the quick and dirty, explaining all I knew about the Numinous, the Yarrow, and what would happen if we didn’t track down the third and final auspicious piece, the Greysteil, which I believed to be in the possession of Haven Barlow.

      “You’ve got these other two pieces, then?” he asked.

      I nodded, patting the rucksack Viviane had given me.

      “Then we need to go up and get the last one,” he said.

      “I don’t know how to get to Barlow’s place.”

      Ryker smiled. “You’re in luck. I help manage a portion of the guy’s portfolio. I know how to get to his penthouse.”
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* * *

      I followed up a secret rear staircase set aside for the building’s most important tenants, keeping my eyes peeled.

      “How are we going to physically track down that third piece?” Ryker whispered.

      “Hopefully we’ll know it when we see it.”

      He nodded.

      “There were others who came with me,” I said.

      Ryker nodded. “I saw them. Jesus, I saw her, didn’t I? The one from the river?”

      “Celine.”

      “She was with two others and a cat that walked on its hind legs.”

      I nodded. “Ralph’s his name.”

      “Why the hell is a cat walking on two legs?”

      “‘Cause it’s easier than four, I guess.”

      He gnawed on his lip and I continued. “Where did they go?”

      “Through the front doors, I think...”

      “I should probably look for them first.”

      Ryker stopped in front of a freight elevator. “There are other things in here, Kai.”

      “What do you mean?’

      “Monstrous things. Why do you think I was hiding back there? I mean, I’ve seen stuff before, but never like tonight. I came downstairs to get a better look and there were these things sneaking through the building.”

      “How many?”

      “More than I could count.”

      I registered this, mentally calculating how many of the bad guys might be inside with us. It made my skin crawl to think that there were other creatures hiding in the building’s shadows, waiting to pounce on the unsuspecting.

      “You don’t have to this, Ryker.”

      “I know that,” he replied. “But guys like us need to stick together, right?” We shared a smile and he pointed. “The best bet is to go up and get that third piece and then you can find your friends.”

      This made sense, so I nodded as Ryker pressed the ‘up’ button on the elevator.

      The elevator pinged and opened. I clutched the goldeneye, ready for anything.

      The elevator was thankfully empty. We entered and Ryker pressed a resident’s security card to a pad and hit the button for the top floor.

      “That’s as far as my card can get us. We’ll get off at the top and walk the three flights up to where Barlow lives. I know a way.”

      The elevator began moving up between floors and I wondered where Celine and the others were. I had the strongest desire to exit and scream for them, but then I realized the mission was more important. Once I snagged that third piece I’d have plenty of time to track them down.

      “That thing you want, that third piece or whatever it is, is probably in his private collection,” Ryker said. “Barlow is a world-renowned collector after all.”

      “Yeah, I know all about the museums…”

      “That’s just the tip of the iceberg,” Ryker replied. “He gives all this money to charities and sets up all these museums, but people don’t know he’s got his own stuff too. A private collection of esoterica. Ancient artifacts, rare books, Nazi memorabilia.”

      “Seriously?”

      Ryker nodded. “I hear he’s got a swatch of bloody fabric off the couch where Hitler killed himself along with propaganda photos and weird children’s books.”

      “What the hell does he want with that stuff?”

      Ryker shrugged. “My guess is he’s bored, or weird, or maybe a combination of both. Y’know how the super-rich are.”

      “No, how are they?”

      Ryker smiled. “Not like you and me.”

      The elevator came to a stop and I poked my head out to make sure the coast was clear. It was. Ryker gestured and I followed him up a rear stairwell. The entire time I was on edge, experiencing the sensation that I was being followed.

      Being watched.

      I whipped around once but there was nothing there, so I padded ahead and caught up with Ryker, who was jimmying a door open.

      We cruised down a storage corridor, an area that the building’s residents didn’t generally have access to, Ryker said. Somewhere far off in the distance came a scream, a decidedly inhuman scream followed by a strange trumpeting sound, and what might have been the flapping of wings.

      “We need to move it,” Ryker said.

      Climbing several sets of stairs, we shuffled down a hallway toward a black door. A security pad with a blinking red light was fixed to the door. Ryker slapped his security card against it, but the light continued to blink red.

      “Guess my usefulness is over,” Ryker said.

      “You’ve been incredibly helpful,” I replied, rubbing a finger over the goldeneye, feeling the wood distend into the shape of a small pistol.

      “What is that thing?” Ryker asked.

      “A jack of all trades,” I answered holding the goldeneye up to reveal the pistol.

      “Stand back,” I said, pausing for a moment, wondering whether the sound would attract unwanted attention either in the form of monsters or Barlow, assuming he was able to somehow experience the liminal hour.

      As if reading my expression, Ryker said, “I don’t know if Barlow’s here, by the way. The guy’s got places all over the world and is constantly on the road.”

      “We’re about to find out.”

      I fired into the security pad, obliterating it. When this was done, I emptied my pistol into the wall, creating a hole beside the door’s metal frame that allowed me to reach inside and open the door.

      I peered inside the door and darkness peered back.

      Dropping into a half-crouch, I stepped forward into a rear office of sorts that opened to what I assumed was Barlow’s private collection room.

      There were glass cases lining the walls that were filled with clothing, guns, swords, all manner of what looked like torture instruments, cases of insects, bones, skulls, pieces of what looked like ancient medical equipment, and hundreds of vials of different colored liquids.

      I peered into a huge jar filled with a red liquid and a monstrous, deformed fetus which seemed to stare right through me.

      “Some people collect comic books. Barlow collects this stuff…” Ryker said, his voice trailing off.

      We moved into another room where the walls were shingled with garish paintings. Some appeared to be very old, classic works, and others looked like they’d been stripped from comic books or graphic novels.

      “Bosch and Goya could see, too,” Ryker said.

      He pointed to two paintings. One showed a man seemingly asleep amidst a collection of tools while creatures, including owls and bats and other things, flitted in the air over his head. The other contained images of what I reckoned were the Garden of Eden—saints, sinners, and demons.

      “That first print’s by Goya,” Ryker said, touching the first painting. “His ‘Sleep of Reason’ painting. The other one’s Bosch, ‘The Last Judgment.’ I’ve been doing some research online and there are stories about other people who see things, like us. All over the world. Goya and Bosch were like that, too. They could see what was happening while the others slept and painted these things to let people know. To warn them.”

      “They didn’t do a very good job of getting the word out.”

      “Who the hell would believe any of it? That monsters come out while people are stuck in some kind of suspended animation?”

      I brooded on this, staring at the paintings. “How long have you seen things?”

      “Since I was five or six,” Ryker replied. “You?”

      “About the same.”

      “How many others like us do you think there are out there?”

      “Who knows? Maybe there are people like us all over the world. Right now, at this minute, there might be a guy or a lady in London or Paris who are wondering the same things we are.”

      We opened a door and breezed into another room that was filled with press about the man himself. On one wall was a photo of Barlow, a regal-looking man with long, narrow face, and a mane of perfectly coifed silver hair that gave him the appearance of a wolf.

      Commendations were pinned to the other walls along with framed newspaper articles and the covers of various financial magazines.

      “Everyone loves him,” Ryker whispered. “He gives to the underprivileged, supports churches, schools, the police.”

      I nodded.

      “And here you are breaking into his goddamn fucking house.”

      I froze.

      Slowly, I looked back to see Ryker glaring at me. His eyes had narrowed to dots and his demeanor had changed.

      “What was that?”

      “Did you not hear me?” Ryker asked.

      Before I could react, Ryker blew a cloud of yellow dust in my face. I fumbled with the pistol, but couldn’t see anything, the dust blinding me. Staggering, I threw out a hand, bracing myself against the wall as Ryker’s voice echoed.

      “Sleep,” he said as my legs turned to jelly. “Do you know what the sleep of reason breeds?”

      I aimed the pistol in every direction but couldn’t find him as he whispered into my ear, “Monsters.”

      The pistol was punched out of my hand and my eyes flapped open.

      Ryker was standing in front of me.

      What had once been Ryker.

      His face was rippling, you see, and then something, some unseen presence moved under the surface. His flesh sagged and then sloughed off to reveal a demonic creature that had been hiding underneath the entire time.

      “You mortals are so useful,” the thing hissed. “Able to be slipped into and slipped out of like an old suit.”

      The thing’s face was a catastrophe, the putty-colored flesh looking as if it had been set on fire, the blaze then put out with an ice pick, and the resulting mess torn apart and spackled back together. The eyes were askew, the mouth drooped at a strange angle, and the nose, dripping with some yellow fluid, was simply a hole that had been punched slightly above the mouth.

      The thing’s pupils were the size of pinpricks and when it smiled, I could see a portion of its exposed jawbone.

      “You,” I said, my words slurring. “You’re the Yarrow.”

      The demon shook his head. “I’m just a servant. The Unknowable, for that is what it is, will be along presently.”

      I feebly threw a punch at the monster and then my world turned over as I collapsed to the ground in a heap and darkness devoured everything.
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      Regaining consciousness is not unlike surfacing after a particularly deep dive. You muscle through the shadows and then open your eyes and it takes seconds, sometimes minutes, for the world to reorient itself.

      I woke, dizzy, to find that the demonic creature was gone and I was alone, strapped to a chair inside a wood-paneled room somewhere inside Haven Barlow’s penthouse.

      There was a roaring fireplace over in the corner and a bank of windows that provided a view of the city. Monsters were visible, flying through the air, climbing onto the tops of other, nearby buildings, and a few wings with suctions on their tentacles had pressed themselves to the glass.

      Next to the windows was a wall shingled with four large flatscreens that showed images.

      Some of the images were black-and-white, others were in color.

      The screens shared one thing in common.

      They all featured footage of a solitary figure.

      Me.

      There I was saving Ryker when we jumped off the building, and diving into the water to help Celine, and then fleeing down the street with her after being chased by the dragon woman. The screens changed to show older footage, me on duty, working on a boat with Briggs, patrolling the city streets.

      “I’ve been watching you for quite some time, Kai,” a soft voice said.

      I wrenched my head around to see someone seated in the shadows.

      The figure, and I couldn’t tell if it was male or female, rose to its full, nearly seven-foot height and appraised me. Then it stepped into a pool of moonlight. I saw what appeared to be a man with a fine-boned stubbled face and longish black hair that flapped behind his head like a bridal train.

      He was sinister-looking and enigmatic, an aged yet ageless devil in the flesh dressed in a tight gray tracksuit that showed off his impressive musculature. He didn’t so much walk as glide, moving with the measured strides of someone whose every step mattered.

      “You’re quite the stalker,” I replied, surprised that my voice wasn’t quavering with fear given the situation. The odor from the man, raw and fungal, hit me, curling up my nostrils.

      The man didn’t reply, his eyes pale, mesmeric. He had the demeanor of someone who was used to giving orders and having them obeyed. “Who are you?” I asked. “Barlow? Or the Yarrow?”

      The man, or what I presumed to be a man, offered an unreadable smile. “I prefer pronouns that don’t show gender.”

      “How about ‘asshole’ then? Does that qualify?”

      His head tipped back and he laughed like a little girl, which is what he soon became. His features morphed into the girl I’d seen on the street. The one who had given me the rose petal, the tracking device.

      “You set me up,” I said.

      “I made things happen,” the Yarrow said. “Wasn’t that obvious?”

      “Celine—”

      “A useful idiot,” the thing replied. “I let her steal the Architus from the museum, and had you rescue that man in the river, knowing it would set things in motion. I didn’t know where the other two auspicious pieces were, but I thought you and the others might be able to track them down.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I’ve known about you for some time. I keep track of seers, mortals who are able to experience the liminal hour.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s an old expression: once a name always a threat. Do you know what that means?”

      “No.”

      “It means you’re on a list of people with special abilities who, if given a chance, might become a problem for me or the system.”

      “There is no system,” I said.

      The Yarrow chuckled. “There is if you know what to look for.”

      “How long have you been watching me?”

      “Let’s just say I’m very patient, Kai.”

      “If you wanted to chat, you could’ve just asked.”

      “I would have, but you’ve been very busy today.”

      “Out doing community service.”

      The little girl grinned. Her features morphed back to the tall man with the long, black hair. He reached over and tapped a long finger on my nose. “Is everything a joke to you, Kai?”

      “No, just you,” I said, hoping my faux bravado might put a little fear into the bastard.

      “You have no idea what you’ve stumbled upon, do you?”

      “Yeah, a dickhead who looks like he stepped out of a Nine Inch Nails video.”

      The Yarrow smacked me in the mouth so hard I nearly flew out of my seat. The chair I was in crashed to the ground and the thing grabbed and pulled it back up. Spittle flecked the edges of the Yarrow’s mouth. He was still grinning, but his eyes had changed to black like a doll’s.

      “You killed a lot of my followers tonight,” the Yarrow said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I thought you might say that.”

      “Sorry that I didn’t kill more of them.”

      The Yarrow looked like he was going to strike me again. Then he drew back and held up a cube in a glass box that pulsed a green light that was so bright my eyes began to burn.

      “Do you know what this is?”

      “The third piece.”

      He nodded. “The Greysteil.”

      He set the cube down on the ground and then held up my rucksack and removed the Adamas and Arondight.

      It dawned on me at that moment that the Yarrow had indeed played us the entire time. He’d allowed me to move forward, assisting in several instances, so I’d team up with the ladies and find the other two pieces for him.

      “Thank you for bringing these,” the Yarrow said, pointing to the Adamas and Arondight.

      “I assume you’re going to destroy them.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because you can use those to fix the Numinous.”

      He snickered. “I’m going to use them, all right. Going to use them to find the Numinous.”

      “But nobody knows where it is.”

      “Is that what those bitches told you?”

      I nodded. He picked the pieces up and gently placed them in a rugged olive-colored case.

      “The truth is that the three pieces can not only fix the Numinous, but also reveal its true location. So, use them I will, to locate and then destroy the cosmic machine once and for all and bring back the beautiful blackness.”

      “But everyone will die.”

      “Some must die so others can live,” the Yarrow said. “We are the true rulers of this world, the ones who were always here, the firstborn, those whose bones were formed from the dust of Creation. My kind have suffered for centuries, tortured, imprisoned, cast down into the lands beyond the shadows.”

      “This is all about power?” I asked.

      “Isn’t that what everything is about?”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you are one sick motherfucker.”

      The Yarrow wagged a finger as if I were a naughty boy. “Do your parents know you use that kind of language, Kai? What would Christopher and Jane think?”

      My stomach knotted. “What did you just say?”

      “They still live in Michigan, don’t they? Your father’s still out and about from what I’ve heard, still investigating murders and such, but your mom’s home alone, isn’t she? I’ll be sure to pay them a visit once I’ve finished destroying the Numinous. We’ll enjoy some quiet time in the shadows before I turn them into things that are dark and twisted. Their screams will be sweet music to my ears before all of you are reunited and go to ground as we like to say. How does that sound?”

      At this, he leaned to within a few inches of me. He smelled like fire and the way he smiled signaled to me that he felt like he’d hit a nerve.

      “Leave them alone,” I said.

      “You can’t imagine the things I’ll do to them and everyone else you’ve ever loved. One by one I’ll track them down.”

      Ever heard of the expression ‘seeing red?’

      Well, I had and I’d never believed in it until that moment.

      I swear to you that at that moment, all the walls came down inside my head and everything suddenly turned blood red. The sight of the grinning Yarrow created a deep feeling of anger that spread through me like a virus, my body filled with animalistic rage, and then, without thinking, I headbutted the Yarrow as hard as I could.

      Demon or not, I flattened the bastard’s nose, feeling the crunch of cartilage as blood flowed and I fell sideways in my chair.

      His front instantly vanished.

      The façade of sanity that he wielded melted away and in its place was raw hatred. His eyes were like two candles in a mine and the blood running from his broken nose streaked his face and dripped between his teeth.

      His features distorted, cycling through a hundred different faces in less time than it takes to lick your lips, a kaleidoscope of visages, all ages, both sexes, and all manner of ethnicities. He was a man, a woman, a child, Haven Barlow, and everything in between.

      And then, he began to laugh while holding his bloody nose and then hit me so hard I flew out of the chair, sailed across the room and smacked into one of the windows which sent hairline cracks spreading in every direction.

      Sliding to the ground, I shook off the shock as the Yarrow pivoted in a blur. Fortifying myself with a few gulps of air, I muscled myself up and then the thing was on me.

      The Yarrow’s fingers ratcheted around my throat, working into the soft flesh.

      I could barely breath as the Yarrow grabbed my mouth, pressing on my jaw, squeezing so hard I thought my teeth were going to shatter.

      That’s when it happened.

      An instant before I blacked out from the pain, a current flooded my body. It began in my toes and spiked over my spine, spreading to my outer extremities.

      My muscles throbbed and I felt hyperaware of myself and my surroundings, just as I had before when I was battling the minotaur and the others. But this time was different because I hadn’t injected myself with flux.

      I could sense what the Yarrow was about to do, shatter my face, and so, with a primal scream, I wrenched my arms up to block the monster’s fist which—

      BOOM!

      Created a flash of light, a pyrotechnic explosion that knocked the Yarrow back on his ass. Like a gymnast, the creature flipped upright, our eyes locking, something unspoken passing between us. The Yarrow studied my face and whatever he saw wasn’t pleasant.

      “I will rip you from this world!” the Yarrow hissed.

      “You can certainly try,” I replied. “But it ain’t gonna be easy.”

      The Yarrow looked like he was readying to pounce, and then he picked up the olive case and mimed tipping a hat.

      “I’m not going to waste my time on a mortal,” he sighed. “A few scraps of errant flesh, a collection of atoms. You don’t have the balls or the ability to go where I’m going. But don’t worry, I won’t leave you alone.”

      “Where are Celine and the others?”

      “They’ll be here presently which is just fine by me, because my followers are waiting on the ground and on every floor in this fucking building. Have fun trying to find your way out.”

      And with that, the Yarrow flung what looked like a loop of pure energy at me. The loop wrapped around my midsection like rope, forcing me to the ground. Then the Yarrow loosed a guttural screech and ran forward.

      I expected him to stop, but he kept on going, smashing through a distant window. The craziest thing was that the Yarrow didn’t fall to the ground. No, the bastard’s momentum, a kind of silver forcefield that resembled a footpath, carried him through the air onto the top of the adjacent building. I watched him land and turn back, smiling, before he was gone from sight, vanished, as if he’d never even been.

      There were several seconds of terrible silence and then a ticking and clicking sound echoed.

      My eyes hopped from the busted window to the others in the penthouse.

      There were things crawling up the side of the building.

      Skittering over the glass.

      The newly-shattered glass.

      What looked like spiders.

      Gigantic spiders with eerily human faces that looked in every direction, sniffing the air, searching for something….searching for me.

      I fought against my bindings, peering out into the gathering blackness, wondering where the Yarrow was going, and how long I had before those things came looking for me.

      “Don’t struggle,” a woman’s voice said.

      My eyes danced back to see two figures in the shadows. Kenya and Aiyanna. One was holding what a machete the size of a lawnmower blade and the other clutched a bullwhip. They looked like a pair of dominatrixes from hell.

      “If you struggle it makes your flesh, the meat, go bad,” Aiyanna said, licking her lips.

      “That’s the plan,” I croaked.

      The ladies drew near. I sat very still, listening to the sounds of the spider creatures dragging themselves across the glass.

      Aiyanna circled the bullwhip around my crotch and then propped the end of it under my chin, forcing my head up.

      “You’ve got two choices, sexy,” she said.

      “Is one of them being set free?”

      She shook her head. “You can either take your chances with the things on the windows or us.”

      “No offense, but I don’t think you could handle me,” I said.

      Aiyanna whacked me in the jaw with the bullwhip.

      “This doesn’t have to be difficult,” she said, grabbing my shirt, lifting me up to within inches of her face. There was absolute malice in her eyes which was a shame, because otherwise, she was stunning to look at. “You could join us.”

      “How?”

      She grinned, flashing those teeth of hers. “Kenya and I will…initiate you.”

      Kenya nodded. “We’ll be gentle.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “We’ll eat your soul. What’s it gonna be?”

      “Okay, so I’ve got two words for you,” I replied.

      She leaned in. “I’m listening.”

      “’Fuck’ and ‘you.’”

      Kenya laughed and angled her machete at my chest. “There’s nothing better than a good hunt.”

      “Then go outside and hunt something.”

      “You don’t understand. We want to hunt you.”

      Aiyanna nodded, pointing at my bindings. “We’re going to free you and give you a ten-second head start.”

      “I don’t think I’ll need it,” I replied.

      Her smile slipped away. “Why not?”

      I looked up as a tinny whining note filled the air. Kenya and Aiyanna didn’t seem to hear it, but I did. I closed my eyes, sensing something big was on the way as—

      BOOM!

      An explosion vaporized the back of the penthouse, the blast registering like a seismic shock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      Aiyanna’s body shielded me from the shockwave that shattered windows and knocked all of us to the ground.

      Through the smoke I could see figures.

      Celine and the others.

      Fa’Najae’s rocket launcher was smoking before she transformed it into a kind of machine-pistol that she laid across her forearm and began firing.

      A wave of bullets sliced through the air, thudding into the spider monsters that were entering the penthouse through the broken windows. Kenya and Aiyanna dove for cover.

      “LITTLE HELP!” I screamed.

      My eyes were locked on one of the spider creatures that climbed over a couch, grinning at me.

      Its mouth peeled back to reveal three rows of needle-like teeth.

      Saliva dripped from the teeth as it squalled.

      The thing jerked sideways, then hopped into the air, angling its body toward my head when—

      BAM!

      A gunshot punched a hole through the thing as it flipped to the ground. The beast twisted and continued to crawl toward me and then finally, mercifully, its eyes finally emptied of life.

      Rolling myself over, I saw that Celine had fired the shot. She continued to provide cover fire as Viviane dove to the ground and used her goldeneye, reconfigured into a knife to slice my bindings off.

      She grabbed my arms and pulled me back as I watched Kenya and Aiyanna wave to us, then dive out of the open windows, disappearing from view.

      “Where is it?” Viviane asked as I neared the others. “Where’s the third object?”

      “The Yarrow took it,” I said.

      “The whoreson was here?” Fa’Najae asked, her eyes shiny with interest.

      I nodded. “He’s got all three of the objects now.”

      Viviane’s face fell. “Then all is lost.”

      “Bullshit,” Fa’Najae said, firing a burst from her gun. “Just means we’ve got ourselves another journey. Who’s up for hunting the Yarrow?”

      “Easier said than done,” Viviane offered.

      “We’ve got no other choice,” I said.

      Celine nodded. “If we can get out of here, we might be able to find Anselm. He’ll help us, he’ll know the way.”

      The name suddenly clicked. Anselm was the only other High Adept, the legendary figure who might or might not still be alive. “Does he even exist?” I asked.

      “We won’t know until we look,” she replied.

      With the ladies at my side, I strode to the broken windows and looked outside. The air was filled with winged beasts, and the streets and sides of the skyscraper were heavy with all kinds of monsters, including what looked like another goddamned Hecatoncheires. If we had any hope of tracking the Yarrow down, we would have to fight our way down through the building.

      The prospect of battling it out with the things waiting in the shadows was daunting, but it was something.

      It was a chance.

      Against the wailing of the dying spider creatures, we retreated into the profound blackness at the rear of the penthouse, full of uncertainty, but united in the knowledge that we had to find a way to track down the Yarrow before it destroyed everything we knew and loved, including the world.

      We stopped at the back door of the penthouse and listened to the terrible sounds echoing on the other side. My eyes found Celine’s and she ran a finger down her goldeneye and nodded.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      I opened the door and burst outside as all hell broke loose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End Of Book One

          

        

      

    

    
      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 Kai and the ladies in Book 2, which will be out soon.
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        STAY UP TO DATE

      

      

      You can follow Zack on Facebook, here and here, where he posts about books, movies, screenplays, games, and all kinds of other cool stuff. It’s a great way to be a part of the discussion, or just a way to learn about updates and new releases.

      

      OTHER HAREM BOOKS BY ZACK ARCHER:

      THE SWORDSMAN – BOOK 1

      THE SWORDSMAN – BOOK 2

      POX AMERICANA – BOOK 1

      FIASCO HEIGHTS – BOOK 1

      FIASCO HEIGHTS – BOOK 2
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      National Treasure meets Percy Jackson and the Olympians is what I was envisioning  when I started mentally plotting this book. I’d watched both movies at one point or another over the last five or six months and then read a psych journal articles on the liminal hour and another one on the trickster and archetypes and everything started coming together. I loved the general idea of a special time between the blue of night and the crack of dawn, and how this liminal hour, which I envisioned as a 25th hour, is regulated by a cosmic machine and constantly under the threat of manipulation by certain kinds of shadowy creatures, tricksters like the Yarrow.

      Once I had the concept of a 25th hour down, I knew I needed to thrust an everyman with some special skills into it, and that’s how I arrived at Kai, a harbor cop, who knows his city better than anyone, including Celine and her team of shapeshifters who’ve basically been tasked with saving the world. I did my best to make Kai and the ladies three-dimensional, each with their own quirks and abilities, as they struggle to track down the three auspicious pieces before the Yarrow finds them and ushers in a new era of perpetual darkness. Hope everyone enjoyed Book 1. I’m working on Book 2, which is coming along nicely. I definitely see at least another book or two in the series, so keep checking back and thanks for reading!

      

      
        
        [TWO SAMPLE CHAPTERS OF POX AMERICANA, BOOK 1, FOLLOW]

      

      

      If you like sexy mashups, have I got a book for you. On the following pages are the first chapters for my men’s action adventure series, Pox Americana - Book 1, which is chock full of post-apocalyptic goodies with a twist.  The book is basically Zombieland meets Pacific Rim on a smaller scale with the irreverent humor of Deadpool and all of the with spicy things that come with a harem book.  Lots of over-the-top action, snarky characters, and no fades to black!
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      The hour is late, the tide is high, blah, fucking blah.

      Choose your own cliché, because I’m running out of time to find the phrase that best describes what I call the “fuckery,” the suboptimal situation I currently find myself in.

      I’m flanked by three lovely ladies named Deb, Raven, and Lexie. We’re holding down the proverbial fort on the first floor of a multi-story government building, surrounded by thousands of recently-deceased infected folk that we’ve nicknamed the Woken.

      It’s the end of the world as we know it, and I do not feel fucking fine.

      I’m strapped inside my “shark cage,” a nearly seven-foot tall, metal and carbon fiber battle suit that’s seen better days. The gals and I have just finished mowing down a small delegation of the infected in another part of the building and are scrunched inside a freight elevator that’s slowly powering up. We’re catching our breath as Dean Martin croons from a ceiling speaker, “Let it snow! Let it snow! Let it—”

      Deb fires a blast from her minigun, obliterating the speaker. “Fuck Dean Martin,” she says, blowing smoke from the barrels of her weapon.

      Deb’s got a real chip on her shoulder.

      I mean that literally, by the way. She’s got an actual poker chip taped to her shoulder to cover the place where one of the Woken snacked on her. Deb’s what we call an In-Betweener, somebody who was bitten by an infected person but never totally changed. You can tell this by her skin (it has just the faintest flush of blue), and her eyes, yellow in the middle and bone white around the margins, everything contrasting sharply with her ruby-red lips and ebony hair.

      “Dean Martin’s a hack,” she continues. “A third-rate Sinatra wannabe.”

      “Can we just focus on the task at hand?” I’m referring to the need to reach the roof in order to save another member of our whack-pack, Hollis, a lovely lady who’s stranded atop an adjacent building.

      “Two more floors to go,” says Lexie, a gorgeous, pint-sized killing machine who adjusts the tiara pinned to her hair while feeding a treat to Stevens, the tiny cat with tuxedo coloring that she keeps as a pet near her chest in a sling.

      I tap the speaker button on my dashboard so I can hear Slade, our A.I., the dude who’s acted as our Sherpa thus far. “How are we looking, Slade?”

      “You’ve got ‘em right where you want ‘em.”

      “We’re kinda surrounded.” I glance at my HUD, my heads-up display, which reveals the entire building, save for the building’s vault and elevator, is drowning in zombies.

      “Right,” he replies. “Surrounded from the inside out.”

      Deb groans. “I’m really beginning to hate that fucking thing.”

      My eyes find hers. “Slade’s gonna be offended if he hears you call him a thing.”

      “He’s a goddamn computer.”

      “A.I.”

      Lexie elbows me, wrapping her hands around the mini-flamethrower that’s strapped to the lower portion of her back. “What do you call a blonde who’s dyed her hair brown?” she asks with a sly smile. When nobody responds, Lexie adds, “artificial intelligence. Get it?”

      “Yeah, that’s a good one, Lex,” says Raven, the ravishing Latina who finishes slotting 40-millimeter grenades into a cylindrical launcher. She wipes a few beads of sweat from her glorious cleavage and pulls back the charging handle on her weapon.

      The elevator suddenly jolts to a stop.

      Deb slaps at the elevator buttons, but it’s no use.

      We’re not going any higher and the door is going to open.

      What’s on the other side I do not know, but suffice it to say, it ain’t good.

      “Get ready,” I whisper, fingers hovering over the thumbsticks that control the fire on my cannon and rocket pods.

      The door pings open and there’s a moment of perfect calm and silence when almost anything could happen.

      Nothing does and then the leering, milky-eyed face of one of the infected greets us. The thing’s black hole of a mouth unhinges like a python’s and ratchets out, snapping around my right arm.

      Around the cannon positioned above my right arm, that is.

      “LET’S GO!” I scream, squeezing a burst from my gun that atomizes the infected, showering the other hundred ghouls behind it with black gore.

      I charge straight at the monsters like a half-assed version of Master Chief from Halo, a mechanized reaper surrounded by my ladies, our guns blazing away.

      Take a mental snapshot of me frozen in mid-stride, because now might be as good a time as any to discuss how I came to find myself in this predicament.

      How the decision not to take a day off from work several days ago led me to become what I believe is the last man on Earth, surrounded by a posse of smoking-hot warrior women, battling an army of deranged zombies, while desperately searching for a cold six-pack and a secret that might help save what’s left of the world…
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      My name’s Nick Samuel Dekko, by the way and I am—was—a civilian engineer, a numbers humper as my superiors liked to say, for a defense contractor called Ares around the time everything went bad.

      I was part of a twelve-member team called T2, which stood for Torpor Team, a mixed military/civilian cell that, at the time in question, had been contracted out to help study the effects of prolonged hibernation on warfighters. In regular human-speak, I was a geek that worked with a bunch of badasses to test how they’d react to hypersleep.

      If you’ve ever seen a sci-fi movie—the Aliens series for instance—then you know what I’m talking about. Torpor, what Hollywood-types call hypersleep, centers around imitating things like the Arctic ground squirrel, a small creature that sets its internal body temperature at freezing point during the winter, and yet doesn’t awaken as a puny weakling. No, I’m not making this up. The idea is that putting soldiers to sleep for extended periods of time like that will not only allow them to recuperate better, particularly from trauma, but will permit them to travel great distances without negatively impacting them physically and psychologically. Or something like that.

      Our glorious leader was a granite-jawed captain named Al Hightower, a real gung-ho type who, on the day in question, ushered us down into a lower level at Fort Detrick, a U.S. Army Medical Command installation on the outskirts of Frederick, Maryland. This particular level was a sprawling, octagonal space honeycombed with offices including one that was filled with what looked like coffins on wheels.

      “Those are your sleep receptacles, ladies,” Hightower said.

      One of the grunts asked if he could bring his girlfriend into the pod with him and Hightower laughed and shook his head. “Get warm and snuggly in there all by your lonesome, because the celebration’s about to begin.”

      I raised a hand. “Why is it that the only civilian in the bunch needs to take part in the experiment, sir? I’m a numbers guy.”

      An eagle-eyed private named Dawkins flashed me a smile. “Because Uncle Sam needs to know whether the drugs work on pussies as well as real, red-blooded Americans.”

      I knew the guys well enough to flip them a middle finger while climbing into my pod, as nurses hooked up IVs and Hightower stalked the space between our pods like a preacher. “As you know, the protocol will involve the sealing of your receptacle in order to test the efficacy of H2r gas which is designed to stimulate the A1 adenosine receptor for purposes of ascertaining the quality of each individual state of torpor.”

      “In English, sir!” one of the other soldiers shouted.

      “We’re flooding your pod with white gas to see how each of you do in nighty-night time, which will last exactly forty-five minutes,” a female voice said.

      My gaze hopped from Hightower to a woman in blue scrubs who seemed to glide out of the corner of the room. I’d seen her around the base before. Scarlett James was her name and when she walked—sashayed might be a better word—toward us, the air seemed to leave the room.

      There’s a line from a famous detective novel about a woman who was so hot she was capable of making a bishop kick a hole in a stained-glass window. That pretty much sums up Scarlett, who pushed a tendril of her auburn hair back and fixed her librarian glasses, her hips and breasts moving as one.

      “I’m a little scared of the pod,” Dawkins said.

      “What can I do to make this experience more comfortable for you, soldier?” Scarlett asked.

      “I can only answer that question in the nude, ma’am.”

      Scarlett sighed. “Two hundred thousand sperm in your daddy’s junk, Dawkins, and somehow you were the fastest?”

      Dawkins didn’t get it, but the rest of us did. We laughed our asses off as Dawkins’s face turned red and Scarlett grinned. She was around dudes every day and was immune to their bullshit. Her ability to let the insults and innuendo slide while giving as good as she received, was one of the things I found most attractive about her.

      She approached my pod and laid a hand on my wrist. “What do you think of the accommodations?”

      I leaned my head back. The pod was surprisingly roomy and plush, complete with a memory foam pillow. I was getting a chance to take an extended nap on the taxpayer’s dime, which struck me as not a bad way to make a living.

      “Very nice, Miss James,” I replied. “Beats sitting behind a desk running numbers all day.”

      “We aim to please,” she whispered, winking as the pod vibrated and began to fill with a white gas that smelled of honeysuckle.

      Hightower appeared, leaning over my pod, staring through the clear casing, smiling ear to ear. “Is everything going to be okay, sir?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Things are gonna be swell, Dekko. Six nines uptime. Trust me.”

      The gas enveloped my pod, filling my lungs, ushering me into a blackness that was complete and absolute. The last thing I heard was Hightower’s voice echoing as I slipped into a deep sleep: things are fine, Dekko…trust me, trust me, things are fine.

      If there’s one thing I’ve learned during my twenty-nine years on this Earth it’s this:  never trust a man who says, “trust me.”

      If you didn’t know it already, Hightower was full of shit because things absolutely, positively were not goddamn fucking fine and did not go as planned.

      The next thing I heard was a note, what I soon recognized as the opening chords to the James Brown song Get Up (I feel like being) a Sex Machine.

      I thought I was dreaming, but then came a hissing sound and my body tremored. My mind sent a signal to my arm to move, but it ached terribly, as if I’d been beaten with a baseball bat. I blinked and even that hurt, but at least I could see something, a haze, a white fog billowing up from my pod as the chamber opened.

      I moved my leg and that too was a chore, my body weak, achy. It felt like I had the flu.

      “What the hell’s going on?” I asked, choking, my throat sore, as if I’d just swallowed a sheet of sandpaper.

      Nothing stirred and nobody replied, but the music continued to echo.

      Elbowing myself up, I yanked the IV out of my arm and glanced around.

      I was no longer in the octagonal room and was alone.

      No Hightower, no Dawkins, no anybody.

      Just me in a semi-darkened room, as James Brown continued to advise me to get up, get on up, his voice blaring out of a speaker that hung from the ceiling like a gargoyle.

      “Hello!” I croaked, my throat in desperate need of water.

      The music stopped.

      “Nice of you to wake up, sleeping beauty,” a voice with a faint, Brooklynese accent said from somewhere overhead.

      I sat up and my abs immediately cramped.

      “Don’t get out of the pod yet,” the voice said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re not ready,” the voice replied.

      “Where am I?”

      “Detrick.”

      “When?”

      “Three o’clock in the afternoon in the second week of November.”

      Impossible, I thought. It was March when I entered the pod.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “The one in charge. Now lie back.”

      “Where’s Captain Hightower?”

      “Gone,” the voice said.

      “What about the others?”

      “Gone too.”

      “That’s impossible,” I said.

      “Impossible shit happens every day, pal,” the voice barked in response.

      The pod started thrumming.

      “W-what’s going on?” I asked, my voice quaking, my vision woozy, my ears throbbing.

      “What’s going on, buttercup, is that there’s been a problem.”

      “What kind?”

      “What’s worse than a clusterfuck?” the voice asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, whatever that is, multiply it by a million and then set that number on fire because something happened and you’ve been asleep for a while.”

      “How long?”

      There was a pause and then the voice said: “Eight months.”
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