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Chapter 1
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I OPENED THE PASSENGER’S door and jumped out of Owen’s car before it stopped.  The sole of my right boot hit a patch of ice and my leg swung up in the air.  The momentum took my body with it and I fell on my ass, landing solidly on the snow.  I rolled over on my knees and cursed under my breath.  So much for my dramatic arrival.

Titania flew out the open passenger’s door.  “You all right, toots?”

“I’m doing awesome,” I groaned through the pain to my dragonfly friend.  I got back to my feet and raced carefully up the steps to the park, grasping the railing to avoid another fall.

The frantic screams of the citizens under attack sobered the comedic moment and refocused my attention.  We had been driving in Owen’s car when the call had come over the police scanner app on his cellphone.  Reports of a giant ice monster terrorizing the Montrose Hill Ice Bowl.  The community had put together an afternoon football game to raise money for charity.  And some demonic goon had crashed the party, killing and maiming the altruistic citizens.

My eyes darted around the park, which comprised a little league baseball field without a homerun fence that blended into two basketball courts.  Next to the courts were swings, two port-a-potties, a merry-go-round and two unidentifiable plastic riding creatures on coiled stands.  

Everything was covered in snow and ice with plenty of blood staining the open field.  I wondered if this thing had come out of the woods behind the basketball courts.  People were down.  Some dead.  Some injured.  

Emergency sirens screamed and not a second too soon.  These people needed medical help, not to mention the injured were sitting ducks, ripe for this sadistic monster’s pickings.  

Where was that son of a bitch?  I surveyed the frosty landscape for the monster who could blend in with the snow and ice.  

There he was.  Back by the basketball courts. 

The Iceman cometh.  I had to be careful with this tricky immortal.  Standing over ten feet tall, the creature, who was coated in an enchanted shell of ice, had the body shape of a muscular man.  Frozen brown-tinted blood speckled his white body.  His icy blue eyes didn’t contain pupils and intensified his scary look.  

As I got a closer look, his arms were longer than a human’s, and his knuckles scraped along the snow as he chased a young girl around a merry-go-round.  No.  I took off from the batting cage and sprinted across the infield toward the little girl.  

“Get the fook away from that precious child,” I muttered as I increased my pace when I hit the outfield, remaining careful of the treacherous footing conditions.  I peeked around as I ran.

Assessing the damage, I counted about ten people who appeared dead and about fifteen more injured and bleeding into the milky landscape.  Families were huddled up but weren’t trying to escape.

A father hugging his daughter screamed, “Don’t run away.  That’s when he kills.”

Those seven words explained everything.  The people weren’t frozen in fear.  They had seen their friends and family torn to shreds in their evacuation attempts, prompting them to stay put.  

My heart broke as a man dragged himself through the blood-drenched snow to retrieve the lower half of his left leg that had been severed just below the knee.  He yelped in agony through his erratic breathing, trying to not pass out from the shock as he closed in on his lost appendage.  I tried to focus on stopping the ice monster again.

The frozen bastard reached for the little girl’s arm.  No.  I was almost there.  Just a few more seconds.  Ice Heart grabbed her hand, twisted his wrist, and the precious little girl wailed in agony.  It stirred a visceral reaction inside me as the sick bastard let go of her hand, laughed and took two steps back.  I raced in and slid on my knees to position myself between the child and the monster.

“He’s not going to hurt you anymore,” I promised the child and jumped into a crouched position, ready for a brawl.

The winter creature stumbled away, apparently looking for someone else to attack.  Why wasn’t he coming after me?  

While keeping one eye on Ice Heart, I pushed the hysterical girl’s amber curls back and wiped away her burning tears.  I said, “You’re being very brave.  Don’t worry.  I’m going to take care of this monster and get you some help for your arm.  Okay?”

She nodded sharply, tears spilling from her red, glossy eyes.  The monster surveyed his damage with a smug look on his chiseled facial features, directing his attention away from us.  I remained ready, knowing he could strike at any moment.

I whispered so not to disturb the beast, “Titania.  Keep your eyes on him.  If he even thinks about making a move, yell.”

The dragonfly whispered back, “You got it.”  Nodding her big head, she rose in the air and hovered about five feet from the ground.  

I ripped off my leather jacket and wrapped the girl in it, making sure to account for her injured arm, then I gently pushed her under the safety of the metal merry-go-round.  Taking into consideration the fact that the cops would show up and start firing, I set a protection shield over the girl that would stop errant bullets if necessary.  

I could only set one shield at a time, so I would be naked from here on out.  Even if I got hit or killed, it would be a good tradeoff if it kept this girl safe.

“Try not to move your arm, you brave big girl.  I’ll take care of this,” I promised her again.

She looked me right in the eyes, glistening tears streaming down her freckled face.  Her lips trembled as she fought the pain like a brave little soldier.  

Tears raced to my eyes but didn’t quite spill onto my cheeks.  They just welled in my eyes, threatening to break the levy and blurring my vision momentarily.  I pushed a pile of snow in front of the girl’s face.  She didn’t need to see this action.  

I rose to my feet.  “Titania.  Let’s do this.”

“Time to wreck this icy jerk,” she said, staring at Ice Heart.  Then she spoke with indecision, “So...uh...what is the plan?”

“We’re going to have to be really careful.  The cops are going to show up any second now and we have to make sure they know we aren’t in cahoots with Ice Heart.  So you know...”  I didn’t want to say the rest.

Her huge compound eyes bounced back and forth from Ice Heart to me.  “Dodge bullets.  That’s what you are saying.  Look, my name isn’t Boris the Bullet Dodger.”

“Relax.  You heard the police on the radio.  They know it’s the ice monster.  We just have to make sure they don’t think we’re with him.  Besides, you have a slender body.  You have nothing to worry about.  Look at my big butt,” I said and slapped my rump.  “Let’s get focused.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Titania asked as she tugged on her burgundy sports bra with the big golden T printed on the chest.  I called it her superhero outfit.

Ice Heart was wandering around in a circle, but it was only a matter of time before he went on another rampage.

I instructed, “I’m going to conjure up a fireproof bag.  I need you to start shooting your strongest fire into it.  Napalm style.  When you fill it up, let me know.”

“You go it, boss.”  She gave me a sharp nod and her orange stinger started to glow.

I conjured up a clear bag about the size of a normal backpack.  I tied it around the frame of the swing set, punched out an opening, and Titania went to work.  I went over the pyro distribution spell in my head as I focused back on Ice Heart.

He lumbered up to a port-a-potty and lifted it with one hand on the top and one on the bottom.  He raised it above his head like a trophy.  I waited for the piss and shit to spill out onto his head.

He spun in a half-circle and heaved the nasty receptacle through the air.  The white door flew open in mid-flight and the contents showered down onto the snow.  The port-a-potty slammed into a basketball hoop, breaking the orange rim off the backboard and sending a sonorous ringing sound through the park and surrounding neighborhood.

The portable bathroom crashed to the ground and the white backboard wavered like Shaq had just served up a monster dunk.  With the cops closing in, it was time to make my move.

I screamed to get the beast’s attention, “Hey, Donkey Kong.  When you’re done throwing barrels around, why don’t you take on a worthy opponent?”  I turned to the swings and Titania was still filling the bag with her intense fire.  It wasn’t ready quite yet.

Ice Heart wheeled around to face me, and an evil grin formed on his defined facial features.  Two jets of breath clouds poured from his nostrils.  As soon as they disappeared, two more jets replaced them in a steady pattern as his chest heaved in and out.  

I had to be careful of his cryokinesis.  He could freeze anything that contained water.  

My brain and heart were about seventy-three percent water and my lungs came in at eighty-three percent.  However, freezing those organs was extremely difficult through mind force.  Ice Heart usually enveloped his victims in one of his enchanted breath clouds, turning them into Popsicles.

His chest heaved out as he inhaled, and I saw that he was getting ready to huff and puff and blow me away.  I moved to my right into the baseball outfield to make sure his magic attack wouldn’t hit the young girl or Titania.  The blaring sirens meant that the cops and paramedics were already here or really close.  The ice monster kept drawing in a breath.

To counter his attack, I drew on the fire inside me, going straight to my dragon reserves.  A few scales developed on my arm.  My inner dragon thought I was about to shift.  With law enforcement closing in, I couldn’t go that route because they would open fire on me and put the people at risk.  

Every half-assed hero wanted to slay a dragon.  Instead, I stayed in human form and stared at the monster’s lips.

As soon as they parted, I released the fire from my belly.  The flames raced up to my throat and I opened my mouth.  Ice Heart’s argent breath cloud barreled toward me, expanding as it went.  My counter flames coalesced in my mouth and sprang from my lips.

Our magic collided with the impact of two semi-trucks ramming each other at one-hundred miles-per-hour.  An orange-white flash almost blinded me, and my knees buckled from a pulse of energy coming from the impact point.  Then the harsh crackling started.  

Fire versus ice.  A primordial battle that stretched throughout history and continued into the present.

Both forms of magic squared off against each other.  My intense fire cooked the little pulses of energy in his spell as silver sparks jumped off the impact point, streaming in every direction.  The sparks fizzled into nothing when they got about six to eight inches away from the stress point.  I ran out of fire and wondered if I had done enough to stop the enchanted cloud.

As I moved around, I realized I had lost some feeling in my arms and legs.  Fook.  I hadn’t stopped his spell completely and some of it had entered my body.  I was in trouble now.

Ice Heart sauntered up to the festering clash of magic and held his open hands out at his sides.  He clapped his hands together, slamming the magic in between them.  It caused a pale orange and white explosion that instantly dissolved into nothing before hitting the ground.  It was like some sort of a Creamsicle clap.

As a cruel grin developed on his face, he took two steps closer, and the gunshots rang out.  Bullets pinged off the ice monster’s side and I prayed that none of the deadly projectiles would hit me.  A high-stress situation coupled with the freezing conditions didn’t bode well for shooting accuracy.

As bullets smacked off his body, I moved to keep him as a shield between the cops and me.  I saw shards of ice falling behind him, but the bullets did little to slow him down as he paced toward me purposefully, ignoring the gunfire blistering his body.  I kept backing up until I almost hit the merry-go-round.    

I peeked down quickly and noticed the girl poking her head out of the snow.  I saw a dent in the shield I had placed around her, right in front of her forehead.  

As the bullets kept flying recklessly across the icy plain scattered with trails of blood, dead bodies and screaming victims, I wished they had brought a flamethrower.  The bullets weren’t doing anything but pissing off Ice Heart, who belly laughed demonically.

He trailed off, away from me and headed toward a huddled family scared out of their minds.  No way.  I wouldn’t let it happen.  “Titania.  How we doing?”

“Just about full,” she yelled over the constant gun reports.  I wished they would run out of bullets or realize their actions weren’t having any impact except endangering innocent lives.  There were only so many times one could slap death across the face before one had to face the final consequences. 

I felt like my luck was running out.  Out of breath, Titania announced, “It’s all full.”  I hadn’t realized the process would drain her.

The feeling in my arms and legs returned and not a moment too soon.  The mother and father were using themselves as body shields to protect their children from Ice Heart.  I went over the spell in my head again.  If I screwed this up, I could kill everyone in the area and set some of the adjacent houses on fire.  

I had to inject enough power for the fire to spread out instantly, but also provide enough delicacy for immediate evaporation, so it didn’t burn everyone to death.  With Titania’s compact bag of fire, that would be an extreme challenge.  Her fire was like napalm and stuck to things, which was exactly what I wanted to avoid.

This wouldn’t be easy.  I shuffled my feet over to grab the fire bag.  “Great job, Titania.”

“Thanks.  I don’t know how much help I’ll be from here on out,” she stated, leaning against the pole for the swing set.

“Don’t worry.  I can take it from here.  To be safe, fly up to about ten feet.”  I untied the bag from the post and wrapped the top securely to trap the fire inside.  Ice Heart reared back, his hand tightening into an icy fist, ready to smash the innocent family to pieces.  The rippling energy in the bag ran up my arm as I twisted it in a circle to tighten the top.

“Fire to fight my enemies.  Fire to help my friends.  Right now.  Right this second.  This shit ends,” I added my own flair to the spell.  I wound up, pulling the bag behind me and raising it above my head.  Then I slammed it down into the icy snow below.  The explosion jolted my eardrums, and, stopped the endless stream of gunfire.

My ears burned as the hiss of a million angry snakes filled the suddenly warm air.  The compressed fire raced away from the impact, spreading out in every direction.  The snow dissolved as soon as the fire kissed it.  The snow also extinguished the fire so that it wouldn’t burn anyone, just melt the snow.  The fire started in a small circle, then spanned out across the entire baseball field and basketball courts.

The chemical reaction of a solid turning into a gas appeared as tiny silver droplets that looked like mercury.  They zipped through the air in a twisted, corkscrew pattern.  And in an instant, the silver globules were gone, taking the fire and ice with them.  Brown grass and the concrete basketball courts appeared.

My chest heaved in relief.  The spell had worked exactly the way I’d wanted it to.  The citizens were safe, and Ice Heart was fooked.

Without snow or ice beneath his feet, the melting Ice Heart panicked and ran toward me.  His head panned the area searching for any frozen molecules around him.  The warmth beneath my feet told me that he wouldn’t find relief.  He continued melting into a puddle, exposing his core.  A tiny, wrinkled man covered in gray hair started to take shape.

Blinking rapidly, the blue-eyed man peered around assessing the situation.  Now would be a good time for the shooting to commence again.  But the police stood there, apparently stunned at the unfolding events.  It was up to me.  I called fire to my hands and planned to melt his frozen heart.

I went to launch my attack and noticed the puddles around him had turned to ice.  Oh shit.  Then I saw ice crystals start to form on the surrounding blades of grass.  Within a few moments, the crafty bastard had formed a track of ice that was expanding by the second.

Using his cryokinesis, the old man slid on the newly formed ice track, and the sudden movement jerked his body to the left.  There were people surrounding us, and my fireball attack could hurt an innocent bystander.  I couldn’t take the chance, and dissolved the flames from my hands.  The hoary man continued surfing across the ice track that was forming in front of him.

He streaked across the basketball court like he was on skis and headed for the snowy hill behind it where my spell had stopped.

As he continued toward the frost, the ice reformed around his body, quickly taking shape.  His ice track came to an end when he cleared my melt zone and stomped gleefully back into the fallen snow.  His solid frame grew back to his original size, and I thought he might rush us again.  I brought back the fire to my palms and we stared at each other.

“Make a move, Frosty,” I mocked him.

His icy blue eyes stared menacingly at me, and he pointed.  “I’ll be back for you.”

Ice Heart turned his back to me and took off down the hill.  He vanished before I could line up a fireball.  Several cops chased after him, disappearing into the high brush of the woods.

With that menace taken care of, I ran over to the merry-go-round.  I scooped the child up and carried her toward the flashing lights coming from behind the baseball backstop.  As I took a heartbreaking gander at the utter destruction, I palmed the back of the girl’s head and hid her eyes in my shoulder.  She was already looking at a life of traumatic memories.  She didn’t need any more.

We passed the football.  It was normally an innocuous symbol of a carefree game.  I could envision the smiles on everyone’s faces before that bastard had showed up.  Today that pigskin represented the worst this world had to offer.  

A noble endeavor had been destroyed for no damn reason at all.  The families would never be the same.  I knew a little bit about Ice Heart, but I needed to learn a helluva lot more.  Why would he do this?

I carried her up to an ambulance and set her down in front of a paramedic, who started checking her out.  He told her, “You’re going to the hospital, but you’re going to be just fine.”

“I want my momma.  Where’s she at?” she asked, her head swiveling around.  “I want her to go with me.”

I leaned down closer to her face.  “No problem.  You stay here and I’ll go get your mom.  What’s your name?”

“Alexis,” she uttered through her sniffling.

“All right.  I’ll be right back.”

I asked a few people, but in the mayhem, nobody seemed to know what was going on.  It wasn’t unexpected given the situation.

A woman with blood coming from her nostrils passed me.  I said, “Excuse me.  Have you seen Alexis’s mother?”

The woman turned around instantly, her eyes glistening with tears.  She opened her mouth, but words failed her.  She smashed her trembling lips together and shook her head slowly in silence.  Then, she turned back around to receive medical treatment.

I felt hollow.  It was obvious that Alexis had lost her mother during that horrific event.  And she didn’t even know it.  How could I explain that to the precious child?  My numb legs somehow carried me back over to Alexis.

The little girl stared up at me with snot pasted to her face and tears running down her flushed face, hoping that her mother was coming.  And it was the most gut-wrenching thing I’d ever seen.  My heart shattered into a million pieces as I leaned down and hugged her.  I pulled her in close, being mindful of her injury.  As I lightly massaged the back of her neck, I whispered in her ear, “Your momma is hurt so I’m going to ride with you to the hospital.”

Alexis hugged me tight around the back of my neck and pressed her face against mine.  “Okay,” she said as her tears and snot smeared onto my cheek.  I didn’t care or even bother to wipe it away.

Another paramedic helped her into the back of the ambulance.  I got in and sat down next to Alexis.  I put my arm around her.

“Don’t worry.  We’ll take care of your daughter,” the woman promised and patted me on my shoulder.

I opened my mouth to explain that it wasn’t my daughter, but nothing came out.  A rare occurrence.  If she only knew how cruel those words were.  I’d saved this girl, but I hadn’t been able save my biological daughter.  Life served up cruel reminders on a regular basis.
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Chapter 2


[image: image]


THE GUST OF WIND ATTACKED like an assassin at night.  Invisible.  Silent.  Deadly.  Short days of sunlight were being swallowed by the darkness.  Nothing more than a sullen prelude of the long and lonely nights. It was the winter of discontent in Pittsburgh.  A winter caused by malcontent.  

A devil had learned to play a harp.  But not just any harp.  The Dagda’s Harp could control the seasons.  And it was in the possession of the demons of the Red Cavern.  The demons were in control of the weather in my city.  Retrieving the Harp would be almost impossible.

Without the Harp, winter would never end.  It could stretch on forever.  Unless the demons exercised mercy on the humans, which had never happened before.

Human lives had been lost.  Many more were destined to be lost.  The winter that wouldn’t stop didn’t discriminate.  No mercy for anyone.  Loving grandmothers.  Cute babies.  Pregnant women.  The weather was cruel.  Unjust.  Preying on the most precious elements of humanity.  Dragging each one to an icy death.

It had started in the rural areas surrounding Pittsburgh.  People had shrugged it off for the first couple of weeks.  Then it froze out the city and concern began to set in.  Overworked furnaces had stopped working.  Pittsburgh had already exhausted its supply of street salt, so traveling by road was a dangerous proposition. 

A mass exodus of the wealthy Pittsburghers had begun.  I couldn’t blame the denizens because Baltimore and Philadelphia had already sprung into spring.  The anomaly was only occurring in my city.

However, most of the poor citizens were forced to stay back because they didn’t have a way out.  Public transportation had stopped running and you were more likely to run out of gas than find a gas station that was open.

If someone didn’t put a stop to this permanent tundra covering Pittsburgh, winter faeries would invade for a chance to frolic in the chaos.  They wouldn’t want Ice Heart to have all the fun.  The clock was already ticking.  

The situation was bleak.  The outlook seemed far worse.  The city needed a hero.  Someone to step up and stop the brutal winter once and for all.  Someone to infiltrate the Red Cavern and rescue the Dagda’s Harp, thus liberating the innocent citizens from certain death.  

Would a noble warrior emerge from the pack?

*****
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I GAZED AT THE MESMERIZING sapphire dragon egg inside the incubator.  All I wanted to do was touch it, but the thick plastic shell prevented any contact with my babies.  Owen adjusted the temperature and sat down on the edge of his brick fireplace.  I had convinced him to keep a constant fire going for the dragons.

The dragon eggs were packed in ice when I’d found them, but Owen and I didn’t believe they would hatch under those conditions.  Even if they were ice dragons, they still needed warmth for birth.  Right? 

When were my dragons going to hatch?  Patience wasn’t near the top of my list of attributes.  In fact, it didn’t even make the list.  My inner dragon wanted some friends to play with.  I still hadn’t told anyone about the eggs, which was killing me.

I sat down and tried to calm myself.  We’d dubbed Owen’s basement the dragon den, although we hadn’t seen any signs of life from the eggs.  Owen had offered to run a computerized scan on one of the eggs to reveal the contents, but I didn’t want to take the chance of messing something up.  

That vile beast known as self-doubt showed up periodically, trying to convince me that the eggs were fake.  But the black dragons had chased after me attempting to retrieve their babies.  They had to be real.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t a book detailing the birth process of dragons.  So I didn’t know how long it took for them to hatch.  I also didn’t know how long they had been packed under the snow.  

Jonathan had told me that the black dragons had crashed Pittsburgh about two months ago.  And he’d said Mike Merlino’s teleportation mistake that had resulted in two black dragons ending up in Pittsburgh had only happened a few weeks ago.  Those were the only known dragons in Pittsburgh.

“Did you find out what happened to Alexis?” he asked, leaning in closer to the incubator.

“Not really,” I said, as he checked the settings on the incubator.  “I might need your help on that.  You have a better connection on the human side in Pittsburgh.”

“What do you need me to do?” he asked and stood up, leveling his yellow eyes with mine.

“She said her dad wasn’t around anymore,” I explained.  “I’m not sure what that means.  I have her address and first and last name.  I just wanted to see if you could poke around and make sure she’s all right.  After she went into surgery, I was told she had extended family on the way.”

“I can ask some questions.”  He moved over to the fireplace and grabbed the poker.  “So you didn’t see her after surgery?”

“No,” I answered and started pacing in front of my babies.  “I wanted to.  But I didn’t know if I was being intrusive.  I mean, I just saved her, but I am a stranger to her more or less.  But I haven’t stopped thinking about her since it happened.  Maybe she needs someone like me to take care of her.”

“Oh, heavens,” Owen said and turned to me.  “I hope you aren’t insinuating that you will be taking custody of this little one.”

“Why not?” I’d hoped he would understand.  But his narrow, questioning eyes told a different story.  I said, “It’s a cold, dark world out there and she found out firsthand.  Do you think her aunt can defend her against someone like Ice Heart?  Speaking of that asshole, I need you to find out information on him too.  I only know the basics and I’ll ask around, but maybe you can poke around too.”

“Sure.”  He set down the poker and pulled a small notepad and pen from his pocket.  “But we need to settle this ill thought out adoption.”

“Ill thought out?” I said in a sour tone.

“What I mean is that your life isn’t conducive to raising a child.”   He tucked the pen and pad back into his pocket.  “You have dragons on the way.  You’ve almost died ten times in the past few weeks.  There would be no more missions.  No more adventure.  You understand that, right?”

“Are you kidding?” I asked rhetorically, shaking my head.  “She would have dragons to protect her.  What little girl wouldn’t want that?”

He picked up the poker again and slid the metal screen in front of the fire to the side.  “Tell you what, why don’t we stick a pin in that for now until we find out who will be claiming custody of her.  You certainly wouldn’t be able to go on your current mission.”

“I know that.  Problem is, no one else can handle this problem.”    

“So it seems you have given more thought about going after the Dagda’s Harp?” Owen asked as he jabbed the coals of the fire.

“I have.”  I paused for a moment.  “But I don’t know.  There’s just so many bad memories.  And I have no surefire way of getting in.  And from there, I have no plan on how to infiltrate the ranks and obtain the Harp.”

“It is quite the undertaking.  You know what they say about going into battle without a clear head.”  Owen tapped his chin in thought.  His eyes shifted around.  He looked like he was trying to unravel a phrase before he made one of his famous verbal gaffes.  

Before he found the words, I said, “Exactly.  I’ve often said that you can’t fight two opponents at the same time.  At least, if one of them is your own brain.  Or something like that.  I’m so frazzled over it and obviously, I don’t want to leave my dragons behind.”

“You know I’ll watch them with my life,” he reminded me, holding his hand over his heart.

“I know, but I want to be here when they finally come out.  I have a motherly attachment to them, and I would kick my own ass if I missed their births.”

“I’ll call you the instant it happens,” he promised and pulled out his cell phone.  “I have a motion detection device set up so that any movement inside the incubator will trigger a text message to me.  I’ll relay the message to you as soon as I receive it.” 

My foot moved up and down, tapping the ground nervously with the front of my shoe.  “That makes me not want to go to the Red Cavern even more.  That and Alexis.  I won’t even be taking my phone with me if I go.”

“Children can complicate things, it should seem,” he stated and threw another log on the fire.  “Even before they are born.  Have you thought about where you are to raise them?  Or names?”

I grinned, and Owen said, “Oh, heavens.  I’ve witnessed that look before.  What are you cooking up?”

I smirked.  “I had a crazy thought that I would claim my father’s house.”

“Did his current family vacate the property?” Owen asked, squinting his eyes.

“Not exactly.”  I lowered my voice.  “I was planning to evict them.”

“Evict them, how?  Under what authority?”  Owen stood up and loosened his gold tie, clearly uncomfortable with my decision.  “Even if you wrest it by bloody force, the rest of their family will still hold legal standing.”

“They have plenty of money from my father’s inheritance,” I explained.  “I just want his castle.  All I need is the chance to explain to them why they shouldn’t call the authorities.  I can be pretty convincing.”

Owen smirked.  “Don’t I know about that.  Intoxication.  Thy name is Junipher.”

“It would be the perfect place to raise dragons.  What better way to honor my father, right?” I said energetically.  Owen tossed his head around and pulled out his pipe.  “Please don’t do that down here, around the babies.”

“They are completely enclosed in there.  But I’ll oblige.”  He tucked his pipe back into the inside pocket of his suit jacket.  “Look at you, being overprotective already.”

I shrugged my shoulders and tried to play it off, but I had already formed a bond with these sapphire eggs.  The family I never had.

Owen rubbed his eyes.  “Where were we?  Where were we?  Right-e-o.  Perhaps you could offer to buy the house.  If you are low on liquid assets, I could help you out.”

“I’m not paying for something I deserve,” I said angrily, “Those skanks have only known my father for a little more than a decade.  I saved his life at Machu Picchu.  What did they ever do for him?  Nothing.  They deserve nothing, yet they are receiving everything on a silver platter.  I’m only reclaiming what’s mine.”

“I do not like the plan, but it seems your mind is set.  I’ll offer this.”  Owen sighed and thought for a moment.  “If you obtain the property through dubious means, can you be entirely comfortable keeping a secret such as dragons?  It opens the prospect that other people might try to take the property from you.  And that would leave the dragons at risk.”

“If I seize his property, it will be well guarded,” I assured him, moving closer to the fire.  “The dragons will only be vulnerable when they are young.  Until they can protect the property for me, I will have plenty of soldiers making sure nobody comes close to my babies.” 

He stood the poker up next to the shovel and maple wood bellows.  He paced in front of the fireplace, the flames dancing behind him.  “Yes, well, I wish you luck with that.  It’s not that I disapprove of bending or breaking the law, but you aren’t doing it because you absolutely need to.  You are doing it simply because you can.  Remember the famous line from Jurassic Park?  ‘They were too busy or enamored with the idea that they could do it, but they didn’t stop and think whether they really should.’  Or something along those lines.”

His pacing was making me nervous.  “I’m not opening a dinosaur park here.  And I can’t believe you are taking their side on this.”

Owen’s yellow eyes narrowed, giving him a fierce look. 

“This is not about sides,” he said sharply.  “I know you despise them, but they haven’t done anything wrong or broken the law.  Taking their house just rubs me the wrong way.”

“Well, don’t worry.  I won’t bring it up again.  I’ve got to go see Thor now, but I’ll be waiting for that text,” I said and walked up to my dragons.

I leaned down close to the plastic and looked over the thirteen eggs.  My eyes were drawn to the egg in the top right corner.  Inexplicably, I couldn’t look away.  Slowly and deliberately, the egg began to beat like a heart.  The shell expanded, and when it appeared as if it would pop, it contracted back to the original size.

Owen’s phone buzzed from the text signal from the incubator.  

“What is going on?”  He walked over to me.

Speechless, I pointed to the back corner and watched the egg pump in and out.  We had signs of life.  Owen leaned down, and we saw the miracle of life in the form of a shimmering sapphire dragon egg.  

Owen said, “Oh, heavens.  We’ve got action.”

As much as I wanted a baby dragon to burst out that shell right this second, a much-needed surge of reassurance shot through me knowing there was life inside those eggs.

I waited a half hour, just in case anything exciting happened, but the egg kept beating slowly.  The movement wasn’t as pronounced as earlier, but it told me there was life inside that glimmering sapphire egg.  It took a lot to pry myself away, but I needed to see Thor.  
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THE LOCAL WATERING hole.  A staple for small towns across America.  Grocery stores and gas stations had been closing because of the weather.  So one would imagine, a little dive bar without heat would close down too.  Wrong.  

The watering hole couldn’t be more important than a supermarket.  Could it?  For some people, the night at the watering hole was everything.  Was it the drinks?  Or the slurring patron telling the same drunken story over and over and over?  Or was it just getting out of the house to avoid spending time with the family or spouse?

Either way, it served a purpose.  A strong purpose.  It brought all the locals together where they could forget about any past issues they had with someone else.  A few beers later, all was forgotten.  It was like a form of magic, bringing the townsfolk together.

So I wondered why a Prince from another world was working in a local watering hole.  It didn’t make any sense whatsoever.  

*****
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I RACED ACROSS THE city to a little town called Blawnox.  Thor worked in a dive bar called Dietches, and although I wasn’t sure he was working, I couldn’t wait any longer.  Loki and Hel were on my ass and Thor could be my saving grace.  But I had to track him down first.

I opened the big wooden door and entered the smoky bar.  It was only a few degrees warmer inside, so I kept my coat on and walked up to the bar.  An older bartender stared at the basketball game on the TV with his back to me.

I peeked around at the ample Steelers memorabilia hanging from the walls.  I zeroed in on a white sign made of hard plastic that read, Here We Go.  The sign was tinted brownish orange from years of cigarette smoke and matched the nasty panels on the ceiling.

I coughed and sniffled, trying to get his attention, but he didn’t budge.  He waited for the game to go to commercial and turned to me.  He threw a coaster on the bar in front of me and said, “Can I get for yinz?”

“I’m here to talk to Todd,” I said, leaning my forearms against the front of the bar.

“You friends with him?” the bartender asked.

I nodded.  “Yeah.”

He leaned down behind the bar and I heard bottles clanging.  The bartender rose with a sawed-off double barrel shotgun in his hands.  He pumped the hardwood fore end and pointed the twin barrels at my face.

“Whoa.  What the fook is going on?” I asked and put up my hands.  Was I being robbed?

“You tryin’ to steal from us too?” he yelled and used the recoil pad to push up his glasses.

“I don’t know what’s going on.  I haven’t seen Todd in almost a year and heard he was working here,” I explained.  Of all the supernatural brawls I’d been in with Gods and powerful beasts, I had a hard time believing some yinzer bartender would be the one to take me out.

The bartender lowered the gun.  He shook his head and his tinted glasses slid down his nose.  He pushed the spectacles back up with his thumb.  “You know where he’s at?”

“No.  That’s why I’m here to see him,” I said with my open hands next to my face.

The bartender’s face turned red and a blazing anger ran through his eyes.  “Son of a bitch took off last week.  Cleaned out the register ‘fore he left.  We got it on security footage.  Yinz see him, tell him he better pay back the two-hundred and fifty bucks he owes us,” he said, getting increasingly agitated.

What the fook was Thor doing?  Was he even worth trying to save?  

“I’ll tell you what,” I said, “I can pay you what he owes if you can give me the address he left.  He had to fill out paperwork, right?”

He leaned down again and stood back up without the weapon.  I lowered my hands and exhaled.

“He filled out an application.  But he was being paid under the table.  You give us the two-fifty and I’ll give you his application,” the bartender said and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Deal,” I agreed and dug into my purse.  I opened my wallet and paid off the bartender.  He stuffed the bills into the register and went downstairs. 

I waited in the frosty bar for Thor’s application, so I could find out where he was living.  How had the God of Thunder turned into a complete degenerate?  It didn’t make any sense and destroyed my plan to have him reclaim his birthright as heir to the throne of Asgard.

The bartender came back up and handed me the piece of paper.  He said, “Thanks for paying that deadbeat’s tab.  Now you can tell him to never come back round here.”

“I’ll do that,” I said and perused the application.  I zeroed in on the name and address.

Shitface Odin

123 Loki Sucks Lane

Asshole, Pennsylvania 12345

It appeared Thor hadn’t lost his sense of humor, but a lot of good it did me.  Just for shits and giggles, I looked at the phone number.

123-456-7890

Of course.  I was glad to see this bar handled hiring seriously.  The last time I was here, a different bartender had told me they were paying Thor in drinks.  Before I got mad at the bar’s lax hiring policies, I stormed out without the application. 

I had some very important people to check on.
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NOBODY ANSWERED AT the Not Normal Agency again, increasing my unease about my workers.  I tried Lauren’s cell phone.  I hated calling people at home, but I wanted to make sure she was safe.  I hoped that Lauren and Randall had stopped showing up for work because of the weather.

However, I hadn’t been able to get ahold of Jonathan to see if he knew anything about it.  One of his vampires oversaw the day to day business aspect of the Agency.  Lauren’s phone went straight to voicemail.  Dammit.

I dialed up Randall and prayed that he would answer his phone and put my mind at ease.  His went straight to voicemail too, sending my heartrate through the roof.  With more Ice Heart spottings occurring around the city, I felt obligated to go down to the office and check it out.

Because of my modified Jeep with chains on the tires and the lack of traffic, I raced across the city and pulled up in front of the building.  Lauren and Randall’s cars were outside with a few inches of snow on top.  Fook.  Panic-stricken blood raced through my body as I jumped out and ran up to the entrance.

I tried to open the door to the Not Normal Agency but it was stuck.  As I looked around the frame, I saw that the door had been sealed with ice.  This had all the makings of an Ice Heart attack, but I didn’t want to be presumptuous.

I took off my glove and called fire to my fingers.  When my hands reached a glowing orange, I traced around the door, melting the ice.  The burning sun reflected off the ice and snow and blurred my vision as I tried to keep my hand steady.

A few minutes later, I twisted the knob, pushed against the door and heard the ice cracking.  Using my shoulder, I rammed into the door, finally busting it open.  A foul gamey funk rushed into my nostrils as I entered the office.  Never a good sign.  Despite the bitter chill, I left the door open to counter the stink.

The inside of the office was a tundra with some of the equipment covered in ice.  I didn’t see Randall or Lauren anywhere until I noticed a shoe poking out from behind Lauren’s desk.  I darted over and rounded the corner of the desk.  Both of my employees were dead on the floor.

Feeling numb, I spun in a circle.  This was the work of Ice Heart.  I’d finally found out his entire story.  

Frank Killibrew.  A nasty human being if there ever was one.  He’d made his money as a slumlord for a bunch of rundown apartment buildings.  He’d ripped off the poor every chance he’d gotten.  To make matters worse, he would flaunt his riches in front of the poor.  A real-life Scrooge.

He took pleasure in watching people starve during the Great Depression, knowing he could save them if he’d just spared a few pennies here and there.  Instead, he became so monstrous and inhuman that his heart froze, giving him instant immortality.

The frost had spread from his heart to the rest of his body, morphing into a glacial tower of power with magical skills.  He grew cocky over time and enjoyed playing a squeaky flute that sounded terrible and annoyed the townspeople.  One day, fueled by his hubris, he’d held up the flute and said, “If anyone can take this flute from me, I will bow to that person’s every command.”

One night, a succubus by the name of Dahlia had showed up on his front porch.  She seduced Frank, and while he slept like a baby post coitus, she lifted his flute and took it back to the demons she served in the Red Cavern.

She’d given the flute to Bruceras.  However, a frozen spirit didn’t mesh well with a group that hated the cold, thus its use was limited.  The current situation in Pittsburgh presented the perfect opportunity to unleash the beast.  All the demons had to do was blow into the flute, and a murderous ice monster would carry out their devious wishes.

This couldn’t have been random.  Lauren and Randall were targeted because of their association to me.  Despite the frozen conditions, a fire raged inside me.  I looked around the room and could see the struggle as if it was happening in front of me.

Ice Heart busted in through the front door and Randall jumped up to protect Lauren.  Ice Heart backhanded him aside and he crashed into the bookshelf against the wall.  Old leather-bound works were strewn about the floor, their yellowing pages frozen to the floor.  The light mustiness provided short relief from the decomposing bodies.  It was strange.  The temperature should have slowed rigor mortis and the resulting putrefaction.

I used the sleeve of my jacket to cover my mouth and nose as I assessed the incident.  Ice Heart knocked Randall aside and went after Lauren, who tried to hide behind her desk.  I walked toward her body and noticed three deep scrapes on the corner of the desktop that weren’t there on my last visit.

I kneeled down and looked at her left hand.  The fingernails from her index, middle and ring finger were broken off, a clear sign of a struggle.  It appeared that Ice Heart had dragged her back into the open area.  Her right orbital had been shattered by what had to have been a thunderous punch.

Then Randall made it to his feet and rushed the monster, the brave hero.  I walked over to his body and noticed the broken blood vessels and bruising around his neck.  Ice Heart used his oversized hands to choke my trusty employee out.  Tossing the dead body of Randall aside, the predator stalked his prey in the form of Lauren crawling away from him.

A bruised knuckle imprint on her forehead told the story.  That type of head trauma could kill someone.  Then I thought about the repeated punches he had thrown, and my head started to spin.  I could see her bawling and begging for the animal to stop, wondering why he’d come after her.  

And then just like that.  In the blink of an eye.  It was over.  Her life was gone.  Her family would be devastated.  Her community would be crushed.  I grew dizzy and nauseated, grabbing onto the desk to support my balance.

The devils of the Red Cavern knew I was alive, and they decided to send a message.  I received it loud and clear and had a return message of my own.  The sound of breaking glass behind me cause me to whirl around, ready for action.  No one was around, and I noticed that a picture had fallen from Randall’s desk.

I picked it up and looked at it as tears welled in my eyes.  It was the picture of Randall at the beach with his family.  I felt like someone was bashing my heart with a baseball bat.  

Never the best at delivering bad news, I accepted the responsibility to notify their families, rather than have them hear it from the authorities.  I didn’t know why, but I thought it would be better that way.  They’d died in the line of duty.  Serving me.  Something I would never forget.  And something I’d never forgive myself for.

Why hadn’t the icy son of a bitch come after me?  No, he went after two humans who didn’t know a lick of magic.  From the demon who ordered the hit to the immortal monster who carried it out, it was a cowardly act.  If they weren’t going to come after me, maybe I should head straight into the fire and go after them.

Lauren and Randall had never hurt anyone.  In fact, they’d helped me out countless times over the years.

I called the authorities to take care of the bodies.  Choking down my emotions, I left the agency as the service vehicles arrived and notified the authorities that I would alert the families.  

I didn’t want to go to the Red Cavern and chase after the Dagda’s Harp.  I had to now.  My emotions were still raw from my experiences in the demon underworld.  I didn’t want to face the trauma again.  It had almost killed me the first time.

I thought about Alexis.  Then about Randall and Lauren and the children and grandchildren they left behind.   How many more children would end up parentless if I didn’t go?  They would face a life of trauma and possibly end up old and bitter like me.  Nobody wanted that.  Someone had to put a stop to it.

As it dawned on me that this trip was unavoidable, I thought about how I could get in.  Last time, I’d infiltrated a cult-like group that was interested in black magic and had connections with demons.  A Chieftain from the Red Cavern had come to the group and selected recruits for the underworld.  He had picked me, and it had changed the trajectory of my life.

My husband never returning and my stay in the Red Cavern were the two most detrimental and influential experiences in my life.  It had turned me into the crazy bitch that you saw now.  My soul was beaten, battered, bruised and bloody.  But not broken.  Never broken.  

My mind shifted to how I could get inside the underworld.  Jonathan had told me that Mike Merlino had broken in to steal an enchanted knife and ended up killing the Jersey Devil.  I needed to be much subtler than that to get the Dagda’s Harp.

I preferred the ‘kick in the door, wavin’ the 44’ method, but this mission would require finesse and patience.  Not exactly my specialties.  Mike could have the inside track on other ways to gain entry to the Red Cavern.  

Scrolling through my phone, I looked for Mike Merlino, who was listed under Peach Fuzz.  
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FREEZING TO DEATH.

In dangerously low temperatures your body prioritized blood flow to the organs.  This pulled blood from the surface of the body and extremities, making a person even colder.  The heart and lungs accelerated in response.

As the blood concentrated on your organs, your skin started to lose color.  Frostbite could occur in freezing temperatures in five to ten minutes resulting in the urge to pee and movement being restricted.  Confusion sets in and a mental fog is cast over your brain.  

Next, you would lose feeling in your extremities and they could turn blue or black.  Your increased heart rate and breathing would return to normal before slowing down to dangerous levels.  As the oxygen slowed to your brain, you would experience hallucinations.  Enjoy that part because the end is near.

A sudden dilation of your blood vessels near the skin could make you feel hot and cause you to strip off your clothes in a phenomenon known as paradoxical undressing.  Other victims had been known to burrow into the snow as the most primitive part of your brain took over. 

Then you lost consciousness and your organs shut down.  And obviously, that was all she wrote.  Most people never thought about freezing to death for a single second of their entire life.  But for the denizens of my city, the prospect was real.  If you lived in a rural area and your heat failed, you were in severe trouble.

A spirited debate had raged over the years whether freezing to death was painful or not.  Some experts posited that it was a peaceful death.  I wasn’t sure who was right, but I didn’t want the citizens of Pittsburgh to find out.   

I had to protect them from certain death.  That was why I’d called Mike Merlino over to my house.

“Sounded like you needed something on the phone.  Little warm in here,” Mike said and removed his heavy winter coat.  He hung it over the back of a chair at my kitchen table and sat down.

I set down the can of Coke that he’d requested and slid into the chair across from him.  “Yeah, I might need a little help getting into the Red Cavern.”

“I’ll help as much as I can.  This shit is killing people now,” he said, staring out my kitchen window at the permafrost known as Pittsburgh.  “I can’t believe how close I was to getting that Harp.  It seems like ten years ago now.”

“Did you just bust in through a portal?” I asked, as he cracked open his beverage.

“Yeah, there’s one out near the mountains.  It takes you to a stone area with meeting rooms.”  He dented the can near the mouthpiece and took a drink.

“Did you see any devils there?” I asked, and Mike nodded in response.

He swallowed the mouthful of liquid and unfastened the top two buttons on his blue dress shirt.  “Yep.  Two of them.  Montidore and Bruceras.”

Bruceras was the illustrious King Bres, the Fomorian.  I didn’t know Montidore’s true identity.  

“That won’t work then.  Last time I went in through a black magic cult that had connections to the Red Cavern.  Does anything like that still exist?” I asked and walked over to the thermostat.

Mike played with the tab on the can.  “I’ve heard rumors about it.  I can ask Blodeuwedd about it.”

I turned down the heat a touch.  “Why would you ask her?”

I sat back down, and Mike said, “As an owl shifter, she’s organized all the birds of Pittsburgh and its surroundings to gather information.  She is my eyes in the sky.  Surprisingly, she still has a winter fleet surveying Pittsburgh.”

“Must be fookin’ nice,” I said under my breath.

“What?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

“Nothing.”  I couldn’t believe they had given this little twit divine resources on top of a friggin’ guardian angel.  He was the chosen one and they were protecting him as such.  “Just meant it sounds nice to have a resource like that in the back pocket.”

“No doubt.  My instrument for contacting her is at my house, so I’ll do that later.”  He took another swig of Coke and scratched his head.

“What do you think about going?” I asked bluntly.  If he was the chosen one, taking him could keep me safe.

“If you’re going to crash the scene and try to take it by force, I’m in.  Problem is they’ve tightened up security at that portal where I entered on earth and the entrance of the underworld,” he explained.  He seemed to have an unquenchable appetite for destruction.  I appreciated that.

I joked, “Well, you just ruined it for everyone, haven’t you?”

He smirked and his sapphire eyes reminded me of my father.  Bright and sparkling and ready to conquer the world.  He lowered his head and said, “Sorry about that.  You know how it is when your life is on the line.”

“Indeed,” I agreed.  “What about joining the magic cult with me?”

“I can’t.”

“Pussy,” I coughed.

“What?” he asked as his smirk melted downward.

“Nothing.  I was just yawning,” I said, stretching out my arms for added effect.  “Why can’t you go?”

Mike rolled his eyes.  “Because they all know who I am and what I look like.”

“That’s why you shapeshift, you stupid ass.”  I shook my head.  For a sharp young wizard, he could also act like a stupid little brother.

Mike looked down and a crimson tint covered his cheeks, breaking through the blond peach fuzz.  “I can’t shapeshift.”

“Really?”  I couldn’t believe the Golden Boy lacked that ability.  “That surprises me.”

“It’s the truth,” he mumbled and looked away.

“No.  I wasn’t calling you a liar.  Then I guess I’m going alone.  I’ve done it before,” I said and stopped.  I didn’t remember how much I’d told Mike about my past.  One of the many problems of lying.

It worried me that a spark of recognition ran through his eyes.  “I have someone you need to meet.”

“Who?” I asked, genuinely intrigued.  Those weren’t the words I had expected.

“We’ll talk about that later.  You can shapeshift and stay that way for days at a time?” he asked.

“Yes.  One of the skills I obtained from a glamor witch, which sounds oxymoronic.”  Oh, shit.  I had said too much.  “I mean, she taught me how to set the spell, that is.”

Mike’s eyes widened with excitement.  “Do you think you could teach it to me?”

Son of a bitch.  He’d called out my bullshitting.  Did he know?  I said, “I don’t really remember it all now since I absorbed it a long time ago.  It just comes with a little recall these days.  Sorry.”  

Unfortunately for him, I was much more adept at taking magic than giving magic.

Mike cracked his knuckles.  “I’ll do my best up here.  I’ve got Blodeuwedd on the lookout for the demons bringing the Harp to Pittsburgh and Ice Heart.  They have to keep playing the Harp to keep extending winter.  I don’t know how often though.  It’s not like Punxsutawney Phil, who makes his annual appearance.”

“I don’t know how long it lasts either.  I’d ask the Dagda, but I’m not on his good side right now.  Not yet, at least,” I lied.

He replied, “I know he asked you to find his Harp.  You bring that to him, I’m sure he’ll hold up his end of the bargain.”

How did this kid know about my deal?  That was another danger of lying.  Getting caught.  “You’re not mad he didn’t ask you?”

He shook his head and his shaggy blond hair swung from side to side.  “Nope.  Not at all.  I told you.  I want to take a step back.  I won’t shy away from it, but I was told you can handle yourself just fine.  And I’ll help you with anything you need.”

My thoughts on Mike were like a pendulum.  One second, I hated his guts and wanted to smash his face in with a brick, and the next, I wanted to give him a big hug and kiss on the cheek.  He had a pure spirit and noble intentions, something I wasn’t used to dealing with.    

“You need to keep an eye out for Ice Heart while you’re up here,” I told him.  “When I get to the Red Cavern—if I get to the Red Cavern—I’ll try to find Ice Heart’s flute.  Then maybe I can smuggle it out of there and get it in your hands.”

“What exactly would that accomplish?” he asked, tapping the side of the Coke can.

“Basically, Ice Heart serves the wishes of whoever has the flute.  So you could use it to summon him and tell him to kill himself.  And he would have to follow your order.”

“How would I keep in contact with you?” he asked, which was a damn good question.

Hmmm.  Oh, I got it.  “We’ll go through the Morrigan.  I have a special way of contacting her.  She can relay messages for us.”

“Deal.”  He gave me a thumbs up.  “Made any progress on the wolf and vampire bullshit?” 

Fook.  I’d almost forgotten about that.  “No.  But thank you.  That reminds me I need to call Caesar today.  He’s been avoiding my calls.  On the other hand, Jonathan won’t stop calling me about the duel.  He wants it to go down yesterday.  And I thought setting up the duel would be easy.”

“Nothing is easy in this game.”  Mike stood up and shook his empty Coke can.  “You recycle?”

“Just leave it on the table,” I said, and thumbed for him to sit back down.  

As soon as his backside hit the seat, he asked, “Is Octavius stalling or are the other wolves stalling for Octavius?”

Could be either.  “Never thought of that.  He agreed to it immediately when Caesar asked him about it.  Now, I can’t get ahold of him to save my ass.  If he doesn’t answer in the next few days, I’ll take a trip to their house.”

“You sure?” he asked and shot me a leery look.  “You don’t exactly have a great track record out there.”

“Oh, Mike.”  I laughed and leaned forward on the table.  “The naivety of a mortal.  If you are in this business long enough, every person will become your enemy at some point.  Beings you’ve tried to kill will rush to your defense one day.  Why?  We’re all free agents.  Entities of convenience.”

He closed one eye.  “What the hell are you talking about?”

I hated to shatter his noble dreams, but someone had to tell him.  “Your friends.  They know your secrets.  Bob Marley said it best.  They can hurt you much worse than your enemies.  They stab from behind as they lurk in the shadows.  You know your enemies, which makes it hard for them to sneak up on you.  There will be a time when it’s convenient for you to spare an enemy’s life, only because it will help you in the long run.”

The Morrigan could teach a class on why one should avoid friendships.  

“Already been there,” Mike revealed.

The kid seemed to have a ton of experience.  “Then you understand.  Your closest friends could become your bitter enemies.  It’s a long ride with many twists and turns.  Just when you think you have everything figured out, it turns upside down.”

“Luckily, I only have a few close friends,” he joked.

From experience, I could tell him the number was probably fewer than he thought.  As our conversation came to a close, I received a text from Caesar about meeting up to discuss the duel.  How convenient.  He invited me to a restaurant that the wolves owned. 

I needed to remember to bring my dried wolfsbane berries.  Just in case the wolves were planning a sneak attack.
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“I’LL HAVE MY USUAL,” Caesar said to the server, who jotted it down on her pad.

She turned and pointed at me with the eraser of her pencil.  “What can I get for you?”

“I’ll just have an Iron City.  Bottle, please,” I said.

“No problem.  I’ll be right back.”

Caesar had asked me to meet him at the Butcher’s Block, a restaurant owned by the wolves.  Designed as a rustic log cabin, the fifty-seat establishment was almost full of male wolves.  There were also a few lady wolves in the house.  I’d never seen them before.  As I peered around again, I saw about a half-dozen humans mixed in.  

I wondered why Caesar had called and offered to buy me lunch.  Something didn’t feel right.  Surrounded by a large group of the pack, I kept my magic at the ready.  My nose didn’t detect any magic in the air, but I couldn’t let that lull me into a false sense of security.  

I dug into my coat pocket and rubbed my fingertips over the wolfsbane berries.  I’d already went over the spell in my head.  I just needed to say the last three words and blow on the berries.

The crazy winter conditions in Pittsburgh didn’t bother the wolves one bit.  They had an arsenal of snowmobiles and four-wheel-drive vehicles and they owned several gas stations.  They also had a fleet of Bugatti Chiron 4 x 4s, which were Hypercars designed for the apocalypse.  Only heavy-duty vehicles were worth a damn in Pittsburgh now.

“So what’s the deal, Caesar?” I asked, getting down to business.

He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his massive chest.  “No deal.  It’s just Octavius will be away for the next few weeks.”

“What do you mean away?” I asked as irritation started to build inside me.  “I’ve got Jonathan up my ass about this duel.”

Caesar peered around the room and lowered his gruff voice.  “He had to go to Florida to take care of some business.  No big deal.”

“Business?  Why didn’t he take you?” I questioned.

Caesar leaned forward and cupped his hand in front of his mouth as he spoke, “He left me to run the operation in his stead.  What’s the problem?  Tell that vampire scumbag to settle down.  Not like he’s dying.”  He chuckled.

A loud rap on one of the tables grabbed my attention and I noticed a big wolf in human form stalking toward our table.  He growled and pointed a crooked finger at me.  I reached in my pocket and scooped out the wolfsbane berries.

“She killed Cicero and now she invades our restaurant.  Fuck that, I’m claiming revenge in the name of Octavius,” he yelled dramatically and started to shift.  

“Don’t do it,” Caesar warned.  

Amber hair sprouted on the backs of his hands and his burgundy track suit frayed at the seams.  His shoulders hunched forward and expanded, telling me I needed to act quickly.  I stood up quickly and my chair fell to the floor behind me.

Caesar rose to his feet but remained silent.  I didn’t want to kill the wolf because then everyone else would rush me and tear me apart.  I recast the spell, removing some of the deadly pseudaconitine and adding more power.  I mumbled the last few words under my breath and blew on the berries.  The dark berries started to glow, and I rolled a few of the magical objects into my other hand.

I tightened my hands into fists and a sparkling stream of amethyst crept out the openings of my fingers.  It circled around my hands, creating the shape of a boxing glove.  And not a second too soon as the wolf lunged for me.

Caesar threw his huge arm out to stop his friend, but the wolf was too fast, flying past him and closing in on me.  Instead of winding up for a haymaker, I jabbed with my left hand, extending my arm as far as I could.

The wolf’s talons screamed toward my face, ready to inflict malicious harm and make me unrecognizable.  My heart stopped.  Wolves had much longer arms than humans, but he had taken a looping swipe at me.  I was hoping that the extra distance created by the swirling magic around my fist would hit him first.

Just before he tore the flesh off my cheek, my fist contacted his chest.  The impact of the wolfsbane spell against the werewolf jolted him backward violently.  A trail of smoke followed his path.  

He knocked over a high-top table full of drinks and continued tumbling backward, smashing into a normal dining table and several chairs, sending everything crashing to the ground.  He kept rolling backward in a continuous somersault and crunched into the wall next to the fireplace.  The impact had singed his hair and the awful smell filled the restaurant.

I spun in a circle, my fists wrapped in a glowing purple shine with bits of silver dancing within it.  “Anyone else?  Anyone else have a problem with me?”

The embarrassed wolves lowered their heads in shame.  I hated to do this in one of their establishments, but if you come at the queen, you best not miss.  I stared at the fallen wolf, smoke rising from his crumpled body as his friends attended to him.  He had missed.

The silence in the restaurant told me there were no more challengers so I transferred the berries into one hand and slid them into my coat pocket.  Caesar and I sat back down.

“Sorry about that,” Caesar spoke quietly so nobody else would hear him, “But thanks.”

I nodded, knowing he was thanking me for not killing his friend.  Caesar was in a tough spot since I was a pariah according to the other wolves.  His pack probably expected him to kill me to avenge the fallen Cicero.  I was an enemy.  But a valuable enemy.

I also knew controlling a pack of wild beasts wasn’t easy.  Hell, I could barely control myself.

My amethyst hands started to return to normal.  “If it happens again, the next wolf isn’t getting up.”  I gestured with my chin toward the wolves in human form helping my attacker back to his feet.

Caesar took a quick peek over his shoulder, glanced back and me and said, “Understood.  I think you’ve proved your point.”

The server came back with our drinks and Caesar’s meal.  Damn.  That was fast.  She slid a frosty mug of golden lager to Caesar and handed me the Iron City bottle.  Then she placed a plate in front of the wolf, and he nodded in approval.

The server smiled and knocked on the table.  She winked at Caesar, turned and headed toward the kitchen.  

I zeroed in on Caesar’s meal.  He had French fries and raw ground meat smashed between a bun.  “What the hell is that?” I asked.

“Brûlée burger,” he stated proudly, smiling and patting his stomach.

“Still doesn’t answer my question.”

Caesar pushed the fries to the other side of the plate so none were touching the burger.  “The chef makes a seasoned burger patty and coats both sides with sugar.  Then he brûlées it with a blowtorch to make it nice and crispy on the outside.  Sweet meat, he calls it.  You want one?” he asked, thumbing toward the kitchen.

I sat back and took a swig of my beer.  “No thanks.  I like Pittsburgh rare, not raw.”

“Your loss,” he shrugged and picked up the top half of the bun.  He squirted an enormous amount of Heinz Ketchup on the bun and closed it back up.  

I couldn’t even imagine the strange flavors going on there.  “I think I’ll survive.  So when the hell will Octavius be back?”

“He should be back in the next few weeks,” he said and took a huge bite out of his burger.  Ketchup spurted out the sides of the bun and painted the backs of his hirsute hands.

As he set down his burger and cleaned himself off, I said, “Should be back?  No.  That’s not good enough.  He needs to be back within two weeks from today.  That’s the limit on how long I can stall Jonathan.  It’s more than fair.”

Caesar held a finger in the air until he finished chewing.  “Come on.  After what you’ve done to him, he needs this.  You owe him that much.  You rattled him.”

I peered around the room.  I’d sent a pretty clear message earlier, but one could never be too careful.  “What are you talking about?”

“Look.  This stays right here.”  Caesar leaned back and took a quick peek at our surroundings.  With no one around, he still lowered his voice, “His head is all fucked up since you busted in and stole the spear.”

That was interesting.  “Yeah, but I could only do it because I had the enchanted knife.  And that was a fake spear too.”

“I know that.  You know that.  For some reason, he doesn’t,” said Caesar, as he jammed a handful of fries dripping ketchup into his mouth.

“So what, he’s running away?” I asked.

He grabbed his burger with one hand and held up his index finger on the other.  It reeked of a stall tactic.  He bit into his burger, chewed the food and swallowed.  As he wiped his mouth, he spoke, “Sorry.  Starving.  He’s not running away.  He’s just got to make a little trip.”

“Make a trip?  I was under the assumption he was already in Florida.”  What were these wolves trying to pull?

“He is,” he confirmed.

“All right.  Let’s cut the shit.  What kind of game are you playing here?” I asked, tired of the run around.

He sighed deeply, and I chugged some of my beer.  He leaned forward and spoke in a bass-filled whisper, “You know about that company, the Lunar Express?”

I’d heard that name when I was staying in Hilton Head.  “You mean the private company that makes trips to the moon?”

“Yeah,” he said and went silent.

He stared at his half-eaten burger.  

I asked, “And?”

“You figure it out,” said Caesar.  He crammed some fries into his mouth and turned away.

I rolled my eyes.  “When is Octavius going?”

Caesar gulped from his frosty mug and swiped a hairy finger across his upper lip to chase away the foam mustache.  “That’s where the problem lies.  He’s supposed to leave in ten days.  But the whole thing’s dependent on the weather.  Then it could take fourteen days for him to leave.”

“What does he think will happen?  That the moon will supercharge him?” I asked, incredulous.  How was I supposed to keep a maniacal vampire under control for three weeks?

“That’s what it sounds like.  I know it seems ludicrous, but who knows?  It’s his money and he can do what he wants with it,” Caesar explained.

I didn’t even want to ask about the astronomical cost.  “I didn’t mean it like that.  Why aren’t you going?”

He played with his French fries and said, “Shit.  I hate flying across the state, let alone going up there.  Besides there was only one spot left on this one.  Opened up late and Octavius dropped top dollar to prepare for the duel.”

I told him, “The trip and travel will probably fatigue him more than recharge his battery.”

Caesar scraped a little ice off the outside of his mug and stared at it as it melted on his sharpened fingernail.  “Think whatever you want.  That’s what he’s doing.  So stall the vampire until he gets back.”

“Have you ever thought about what would happen if Octavius loses?”

Caesar sat up straight and answered immediately, raising his voice, “No.  He isn’t going to lose to some puny vampire.  I can tell you that.”

I hated to say it, but he needed to hear it.  “Okay.  Just saying there’s a possibility.”

“And I’m telling you there isn’t.  Now drop it.”  He took another huge bite from his burger.

Whatever, sensitive werewolf.  My mind started to drift back to my main mission.  I needed to find a demon cult to infiltrate.
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Chapter 7
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MY MIND DRIFTED FROM the conversation I was having with the Sphinx.

Girlfriends.  Girls who were friends.  I’d studied American culture extensively through TV and movies and had a firm grasp on the word girlfriend.  With confidence, I could say I’d never really had girlfriends until recently.  The Morrigan acted more like a big sister than a girlfriend.  I couldn’t show any weakness or open up to her.  I had to act tough in her presence.

I’d opened up to my father, but it wasn’t the same.  In the most dire situation in my life I’d run into Titania.  She’d saved my life before we became friends.  Then, I’d met the Sphinx, Kovana.  We’d immediately hit it off, becoming fast and furious friends.  

I never thought I would become great friends with the dragonfly I’d wronged.  The grand painter of life had strange brush strokes sometimes.  You couldn’t judge the work until it was finished.  Without understanding the ultimate vision, you would assume the painter had ruined the piece several times during production.  And then he or she added another stroke and it started to come together.

Two more quick swipes of the brush, couple of happy, little trees over here and the artist had created the most amazing image ever.  I’d met my girls under the strangest circumstances, and now I understood how the strangest of life’s brush strokes could turn out to be the most beautiful.  

I could picture a buddy comedy starring Kovana, Titania and yours truly.  Was Odd Girlfriends taken?  

A wicked chill in the barn burrowed beneath my outer layers and ran down my back.  I refocused on my conversation with Kovana.

“I can’t believe he’s going to the moon.  Does he understand science?” the Sphinx said through her laughter.  She suppressed it enough to go back to stretching for the upcoming flight.  She concentrated on her legs, which surprised me.  Why did she need to stretch her legs to fly?

I bounced on the balls of my feet, trying to counter the frosty temperature.  “Octavius isn’t exactly book smart.  He’s banking on magic.”

She smirked and shook her head.  “Let me know how that works out for him.”

“You should come to the duel.”

She continued shaking her head, her angelic face waving from side to side.  “I’m not really into blood sport.  Or even the play by play.  Just give me the final score.”

I’d forgotten about the Sphinx’s past where she had been forced to duel against many creatures.  “Will do.  Holy shit, is it freezing.  You sure your wings will work in this weather?”

She smiled and extended her wings.  She beat them a few times, kicking up a wind burst that slapped me in the face.  

“I think we’ll be all right.  I’m more worried about you.”  The corners of her thin pink lips curled up.  “Do you have something to cover your face?”

I nodded and unzipped my jacket.  I reached in and produced a black ski mask with openings for the eyes and mouth.  

“Nice,” she commented.  “Maybe we can rob a bank on the way back.”

I leaned in and gave my girlfriend a hug.  She couldn’t really hug back so she titled her head, and our chilly cheeks pressed together.  As we broke the embrace, I thought about how I really enjoyed my time with the Sphinx.

To stay warm, I paced in the little barn on Mike Merlino’s property.  The Sphinx and I were getting ready for a trip to Pleasure Island so that I could sip Goibniu’s youthful elixir.  Mike had gone to his basement to get the carrying harness for us.

I shivered and my gloved hand trembled as I patted Kovana on the base of her neck.  Then I dug my fingers into her golden mane and massaged her neck.  She lifted her chin, closed her eyes and smiled at the ceiling.  “Do you really think you can find the Harp?”

That was the million-dollar question.  “I have to.  I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but it will get done.  Nobody else, including ole Mikey, can handle this job.  Hell, I don’t even know if I can.”

“So then why are you going?” she asked, tilting her head to the side.

I looked at the closed barn door.  “You won’t say anything, right?”

“But of course.  Pray tell.”  Kovana’s long eyelashes flickered in anticipation.

I hesitated.  Her association with Mike worried me.  She lived with the guy and something could slip unintentionally during a normal conversation.  The tangled webs of friendship.  

“The Dagda,” I blurted finally.  “He promised that if I can bring back his Harp, the Gods would let me into the pantheon.  It’s strange.  A few weeks ago, I would have jumped for joy over this news.  But I have a lot of things going on in Pittsburgh now.  And the mental price I will need to pay is a steep one.”

“Why do you feel obligated?” she asked and shivered.

I wrapped my arms around her neck and rubbed her mane, trying to warm her up.  I spoke softly into her ear, “That stupid saying keeps ringing in my head.  With great power comes great responsibility.  I always used to think it was idiotic, but it is making perfect sense right now.  If I don’t take the chance, Pittsburgh may cease to exist.”

“If the winter presses on, everyone will have to evacuate,” she agreed.  “Food deliveries from outside Pittsburgh have already slowed and soon they will come to a stop.  The roads are just too dangerous with the traffic lights malfunctioning.  Then you throw in Frosty the Hitman, and nobody wants to come to Pittsburgh.”

I shook my head sharply.  “I’d almost forgotten about Ice Heart terrorizing the city.  I have a personal score to settle with that one.  But I’d be satisfied if anyone ended his reign of terror.”

Mike entered the outbuilding with the light gray harness in his hands.  He expelled a huge breath cloud as he swung the door shut.  The enclosure didn’t provide much relief from the outside.  He walked toward us with the nylon carrying device in his hands.  It attached to the Sphinx’s body and left a carrying pouch below for the rider.  

As Mike laid the harness next to the Sphinx, I wondered if I would fit with all my additional layers.

As he prepared the device, I reminded him, “We were just talking about Ice Heart.  Looks like that might land on your plate.”

He looked up at me, his blue eyes gleaming in the dim barn.  “I wish I knew what to do, or how to counter his attacks.  How do you kill something that’s already dead and made of ice?”

“Very carefully,” I advised him.  “Hopefully, I can get that Frosty Flute.  If I can’t get the flute, I’ll try to find out some weaknesses to exploit.  I’ll relay them to you.  I’ve already talked to the Morrigan about keeping in contact through my Raven’s Eye.”

“Raven’s Eye?” he asked, confused.  He started to attach the harness to the Sphinx’s body.  

“Don’t worry about that.  Just try to keep up, slim.  If I find out any juicy tidbits, I’ll send it to the Morrigan and have her get the message to you.  Same goes for the flute.”  I deepened my voice and sparked a serious tone, “Don’t tell anyone, especially the Gods that I’m going.  I can’t trust anyone, anymore.”

He turned to me and nodded.  “I get that.  I’m still trying to figure out if I should trust you.”  He smirked.

“You shouldn’t,” I spoke through my evil laughter, “This business is savage.”  

He shot me a leery look as I continued, “Enough joking around.  Did you find a demon shelter?”

Mike nodded.  “I did.”  He dug his hand into his pants pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper.  As he handed it to me, he said, “Here’s the address.  It’s actually close to here.  After you bring back the Harp, I’m going to shut that place down.”

“I agree completely.  I’m just glad you haven’t done it yet.”

“I’m getting a list together right now,” he revealed.  “The demon cult facilities will be closed soon.  I promise you that.”

“Thanks for this,” I said, waving the piece of paper, then stuffed it into my pocket.  “And don’t make any moves on those houses until I get back.  It could raise the suspicion of the demons and put the operation in jeopardy.”

“Then you better hurry up,” Mike said snidely.

My blood began to boil and I went to look him in the eye to chew him out.  I got even angrier when I noticed the smirk on his face.  “Good one, blondie.”

“Blondie?”  He stopped for a moment and rubbed his chin.  “Thought it was Peach Fuzz?”

The kid could take a joke much better than most of the men I dealt with.  I said, “You can be all those things.  I’ve got plenty of nicknames for you, Pony Boy.”

“As much as I love a little verbal sparring,” Kovana hinted.  “Let’s get this back on track.  Are you almost done, Mike?”

“Yep,” he confirmed and rubbed his hands together for warmth.  Then he grabbed the strap over Kovana’s left shoulder.  “Just need to connect a few more spots.  Couple more seconds and you will be ready for flight.”

With the harness attached, I slid into the sling on the underside of the Sphinx’s body.  My head was right below her chest and I could see straight ahead, just like her.  I felt Kovana’s heart racing against my back.  She got excited to fly.  Hell, so did I.  I wasn’t looking forward to the weather, but all the rest should be a real hoot.

Mike opened the barn doors and the dull sunlight poured in.  Kovana jogged outside, her body bouncing up and down, my face coming dangerously close to smashing into the ground.  I didn’t really like our takeoffs either.  I kind of forgot about this part.

Kovana sped up into a steady sprint.  I covered my face with my hands.  As the Sphinx went to take off, she crouched down, and the back of my gloves smashed into the solid ground.  Her legs sprang up and we lifted off the ground, her wings beating rhythmically through the still winter day.

I’d learned the hard way to cover my face on our first flight.  If the weather was better, we could enjoy a nice conversation.  I envisioned this would be a silent trip.  To be honest, I didn’t really need Goibniu’s elixir, I just wanted to hang out with Kovana.

Flying several hundred miles per hour in a sling under a mythical animal in the bitter cold was the most relaxing thing in my life right now.  Kovana was the kind of friend where there weren’t any awkward silences.  We just enjoyed each other’s company.  Just being close to each other.  She had been caged up for hundreds of years.  I knew she enjoyed our long-distance trips.

As for me, I needed them.  Girlfriends.

We flew for a while, the wind whipping against my ski mask, sneaking in the eyeholes, running down my face and hitting my neck.  As we left Pittsburgh behind, I gazed at the white abyss spotted infrequently with faded brown patches.  

“Holy shit.  It’s them again,” Kovana cried out.

I lifted my eyes and saw two dragons dead ahead.  The two beasts were screaming toward us, their mouths slightly agape, flames building in their throats.  This didn’t seem good.

I called on my magic, but I wasn’t sure how much good it would do.  Stowed away in this sling in heavy layers of clothing, I didn’t have much control over my body.  Not to mention we were flying at a ridiculously high speed.

Undaunted, Kovana flew straight at the two obsidian dragons, which scared the shit out of me.  She said, “Hold on tight.  It’s about to get bumpy.”

Kovana dipped and did two barrel rolls.  Swirls of black, cerulean and milky white danced in front of me as my eyes worked desperately to refocus.  As my vision sharpened, a blast of orange flames raced toward us.

Kovana veered to the right, narrowly avoiding the flames.  The fire disappeared into the afternoon sky.  Were the dragons coming after me?  Or had they seen Kovana flying around and wanted her for lunch?  Either way, two enormous black dragons were chasing us through the sky.

I felt the Sphinx’s heart pumping, but it wasn’t fearful.  She seemed excited.  Two frosty paws landed on the sides of my head.  One quick jerk and her efficient claws would shred my face.  Then a warm softness surrounded my head.  Like a heated blanket.

Staring straight ahead, the sky rippled, and the anomaly rammed into the black dragons.  The fire-breathing beasts looked like they had been hit with a dump truck.  The impact launched them backwards and their enormous bodies rotated head to tail.

As the dragons tried to fight against Kovana’s magic, she turned and darted in the opposite direction.  I couldn’t turn around to see if the dragons were chasing us.  I was forced to stare straight ahead and trust Kovana.

Thirty seconds later, her racing heart slowed down and she said, “Those are the two dragons that were transferred here with me from Sleepy Willow.  We ended up in Mike’s backyard and had a staring contest for about a minute until they flew away.  Maybe they are on my trail.”

“But why wouldn’t they just come back to the farm to get you?” I asked.

“Maybe they didn’t remember where it was.  Considering I’m the only thing flying around Pittsburgh and food is slim right now, they might have been hungry.  I’m surprised they haven’t left this area yet.  They must have something of great value around here.”

“Yeah.  Maybe,” I mumbled.  I knew damn well why the dragons wouldn’t leave Pittsburgh.  They wanted their eggs back.  But I would never give up my babies.  Those dragons would have to kill me to reclaim those eggs.

It did cause concern.  If the dragons could track down their eggs, I wasn’t sure if Owen could protect them.  He didn’t have magic like the Sphinx, who’d basically just bitch-slapped two dragons across the face.  Like the Morrigan, I wouldn’t want to get into a brawl with Kovana.

Now I had to get some of the anti-aging juice and then go infiltrate a demon cult.  
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CULT.  DERIVED FROM the Latin adjective cultus, based on the verb colere (to cultivate). 

Why did they work?  

A cult normally started with a narcissistic leader who craved adulation.  The leader often had charisma and used it to lure in new members.  They searched for followers they could exert mind control over and used any leverage at their disposal.  

The Nazis used the financial depression in Germany to gain support.  A person had a choice between starving or joining the Nazis.  Not a difficult decision.  Hitler’s supporters murdered in cold blood for their leader.

Charles Manson used drugs and the social landscape of the sixties.  His supporters murdered in cold blood for their leader.

Although Manson and Hitler used different methods, they also had many commonalities.  They controlled the minds of their supporters through an indoctrination into the cult.  

Because cults usually practiced socially deviant behavior, they found members who were down on their luck, or had been screwed over by ‘the man.’  If the cult leader could find someone sympathetic to his or her cause, he or she could mold that person into a rabid follower through excessive devotion.

The followers, normally social outcasts, were just happy to have a group to belong to.  In return, they would do anything.  Murder.  Steal.  Suicide.  Whatever dear leader ordered.  

The Red Cavern operated the same way.  After King Bres was chased from a Celtic netherworld for bad behavior, he assembled a following of demons.  He started by convincing the creatures of the otherworlds that they were being treated unfairly and he would take much better care of them if they joined his side.

It was how he’d created the Red Cavern.  Now they used the same basic model with the humans.  The demons took disillusioned people and offered them what they wanted.  A chance to learn magic, even if it was from the dark arts and socially taboo.  For some people, it was simply a chance to belong to something.  Anything.

Satanic cults had been around for decades, so the Red Cavern knew there would be a ripe market for worshippers.  They weren’t wrong.  Disillusioned humans had flocked in droves to their cause.  Now they had a human population in the Red Cavern that lived among the demons.  I’d always thought it was in case the devils ever needed to do a prisoner swap or use the humans as hostages.

The bottom line was that cults worked.  I’d seen it firsthand during my last stay at the demon underworld.  And now, for some ludicrous reason, I was throwing myself into that fire again.

I looked in the mirror.  A man with dark hair, a big nose and blue eyes stared back at me.  

Dressed in a pair of jeans and a Steelers hoodie, he was a normal looking man.  One that could go undetected.  One that was ready to infiltrate the Red Cavern.  Staring into the reflective glass, I studied every feature, so they were burned into my memory.  

My eyes were a little wideset, allowing plenty of room for my wide honker.  My blue eyes bordered on gray and contained a few flecks of silver.  I had a lighter complexion with freckles and a scar under my right eye.  The wide, bright white scar was about two inches long.  

I smiled and checked out my yellowing teeth.  A cult follower didn’t have time for brushing his teeth.  He needed to focus on pleasing the master.  I stared at my broad shoulders, sizing them up and searing the image into my mind.

Shifting for extended periods of time wasn’t difficult for me.  But since the lava accident, I didn’t have complete confidence in my magic.  The constant shapeshifting would cause me to age, which was my biggest worry.  When I aged, I lost power.  When I lost power, the magic controlled me more than the other way around.

It could work against me and change my appearance at exactly the wrong time.  Keeping up with facial hair growth would be one of my main objectives.

Mike Merlino had come through and found a demon cult in a rural area just outside Pittsburgh.  I had a long road ahead.  This wouldn’t be a quick two-day process and it was killing me.  Specifically, leaving my dragons was killing me.  Now that I had seen one egg beating like a heart, it took all my strength to take this mission.  

I was the only option for this task.  Even with the Celtic Gods giving him endless resources, Mike couldn’t handle the job.  That was why the Dagda had asked me to retrieve his Harp.  Or was it?  The best way to describe the trip would be a suicide mission.

Had the Dagda asked me because I was expendable?  Because he didn’t want his precious Pony Boy to die?  I slowed my racing heart, stopped staring at my new appearance and went back to packing a small backpack of necessities.  I couldn’t let the fear in.

I went over my story again in my head.  Thirty-two years old.  Worked at a small coffee shop until it was squeezed out by corporate greed.  Family ditched me when I was fifteen.  Found a book on Dank Artistry and liked it.  Talked to somebody in a bar one night and they told me about this place.  

I don’t remember his name because I was blacked-out drunk.  I just want to learn magic and I’m willing to do whatever it takes.

I’d met desperate people on my last visit and most of them were broken from life’s problems.  They were looking for an escape from reality and learning dark magic provided that.  From the demons’ viewpoint, they wanted to recruit humans with magical abilities.  The leaders of the Red Cavern wanted to find humans who knew magic and bring them to their side instead of letting them get snatched up by some other entity.

Mike Merlino was the perfect example.  I’d bet the demons wished they had gotten to Mike before the Celtic Gods.  I had to show some magical prowess, but not enough to threaten them.  That was what had gotten me killed last time.  Someone—I still didn’t know who—had ratted me out and told the demons of my true power.

I had to flash a little skill, so they would take me to the Red Cavern, but not enough to get killed.  Sounded simple, right?  Unfortunately, controlling my magic wasn’t as easy as putting it on a leash.  My dark blood did what it wanted, when it wanted, so this would be a true test.  And I needed to stay in the form of a man and talk constantly in a deep voice.

Just thinking about it caused warm panic to spread throughout my body.  No.  No.

I started hyperventilating and my vision blurred.  Heavy pressure felt like a vise grip on my brain and my ears rang.  My balance failed and I went down to one knee momentarily before teetering over on my right side.  I rested my fiery cheek on the chilly tiles and hoped it would cool down the rest of me.

It didn’t.  My body felt locked in place as an image took form in my head.

I tried to ignore the bubbling burns festering on my forearms and escape the Red Cavern.  My heart screamed at me to go back for my children, but my head reminded me of the harsh truth.  Only a dragon could have survived being covered in lava.  If I went back, the devils wouldn’t falter twice at killing me.

I couldn’t describe the pain because it was worse than anything I’d ever felt.  Everything hurt.  It was like a wave of agonizing radiation constantly moving around my insides.  I tried my best to ignore it.

Staggering aimlessly down a dark underground tunnel, I didn’t know if I’d find an exit or the person who had tried to kill me.  Fear seized my body and I walked mechanically.  At the end of the hall, I found a door marked, Do Not Enter.  I shoved myself through the door and landed in soft snow that sizzled against my burnt body and caused a combination of steam and smoke to plume from my body.

I looked around at white snow and ice as far as the eye could see.  Bright colors appeared in my peripheral vision and I jerked my head to the left.  A red rose growing from the snow captured my attention.  Thoughts of my burns and children were tossed aside by this mesmerizing anomaly.  

“Beautiful, is it not?” a gentle female voice commented.

I whirled around with my body about to fall apart, and my eyes landed on a virginal looking woman in all white.  The blond woman wasn’t wearing a crown, but she had a regal quality.  A frilly gown hung from her slender shoulders all the way down to her ankles.  My heart skipped a beat as the crippling fear of the moment centered in my chest.

“What is it?” I asked, trying to keep my mind from what seemed like imminent death.

“Tis a winter rose, of course,” she said with her hands folded in front of her belly.

I said, “I know.  But it has to be more than just that.”

“It is hope.  What do you fear more than anything right now?”  Her long eyelashes fluttered.

I thought for a moment and lowered my head.  “I fear that my children are dead.”

“Do you think they are dead?” she asked, her voice growing firmer.

I nodded, tightlipped.  “I don’t think they could have survived what we’ve been through.”

“Pity.”  She turned her gaze upon the rose.  “Do you think a rose should survive in this hostile environment?”

“No,” I answered.

“Anything.  Is.  Possible,” she whispered ominously.

“I need to get out of here.  Do you know where we are?”  I thought her heavenly presence would calm me down, but my heart still raced out of control.  The gravity of the situation hit me again.

“I do.”  Her folded hands rose in front of her chin and she steepled her fingers.  “I can get you to your father’s house, if that is your desire.”

How did she know I wanted to go to my father’s?  “Yes please,” I said as the pain running through me made me want to collapse into a ball.  But then the demons would get me.  I needed help.  That wasn’t easy to admit.

I wondered why she wasn’t leading the way as a slow smile developed on her face.  Her crooked front teeth took me by surprise.

“I thought you said you can take me to my father’s?” I asked.

“I can give you something you want.”  She paused dramatically, letting the tension build, then whispered, “But I would like something too.”

“What do you want?” I asked.  The pulse pounding fear caused me to look around frantically.  A smooth oval of ice caught my reflection like a mirror.  I almost passed out.  

My skin was charred black and gray with uneven patches of bright white boils.  I could see but my eyes appeared as black lumps of coal.  I was hideous.  Worse than Medusa.  Hair and breasts gone.  Was I even a woman anymore?  

“My spirit needs a place to take up residence.  I’m looking for a humble host.”  Her voice was soft and gentle again.  “If you are willing to be my vessel, I will get you to your father’s house in no time.”

This seemed like a shady deal, but what were my choices?  Say no and die in the snow.  Or allow this sweet looking woman to enter my body.  What harm could she do?  I tried to renegotiate.  “Could you save my children instead?”

She lowered her head.  “I cannot.”  She lifted her blue eyes to meet mine.  “I only have but one offer.”

I waffled for a few moments, then realized I didn’t have a choice.  “Deal.”

“It must be sealed with a shake of our hands,” she said and extended a petite hand.  I took it into my mangled palm and lifted my hand up and down.

Her hand started to grow and darken, her suddenly fat fingers stretching around my wrist.  Then her pale body turned black and began to expand.  The gown exploded into frilly scraps, fluttering onto the snow.

I pulled my hand away and staggered back a few feet.  When the transformation completed, I stared at a seven-foot humanoid with the skin and face of a black snake with human features.

Then, six spider legs sprouted from his sides, the fuzzy extremities wiggling around creepily.  Agramon.  His form was based on the individual’s fears.  I hated snakes and spiders, so this seemed right on par. 

An evil laughed shook the snow beneath us and echoed off the mountains in the distance.  He said, “I never introduced myself.  My name is Agramon.”

My heart sank.  I knew it was that devious bastard, but it didn’t really hit me until he confirmed it.  I’d been had.  In my haste to escape this place, I’d hastily agreed to the deal.  Agramon was the demon of fear.  He was a slumbering beast of many physical forms who was awoken and excited by someone’s deepest, darkest fears.  

He’d found me at my lowest point ever and took advantage.  The demons had covered me in lava, making me afraid that I could die.  I was afraid that I’d never see my children again.  Agramon sensed my fear and struck.  My thoughts were scattered and jumbled at the same time.  I could barely make sense of what was happening.

One thing was clear.  My brain was now prisoner to a demon.  How could I have been so stupid?  Oh, right, the agonizing pain and near death could have had something to do with it.  I tried to think of a way to get out of the deal, but I needed to get to my father’s. 

His medical staff was better than the best doctors in the world.  If anyone could save me, it was them.

Agramon started moving his dark, scaly hands around in tight circles, expanding them as he went on.  I could feel the malevolent energy coming from his motions, causing my body to overheat again.  Little pulses of bright orange light sprang from his stubby fingers and developed into imperfect circles.

His hands kept dancing around as he shaped the glowing orange mass into a rectangle.  He flattened it out and made it look like a doorway of rippling energy.  “Your chariot to King Nuada’s awaits.  You may step through when ready,” he said, gesturing with his hand.  

The corners of his lips almost touched his tiny ears as an unsettling reptilian grin took form.  “Until we meet again.”

His ominous warning shook me to my soul, wondering what I’d just gotten myself into.  There was a small sliver of hope in his words.  He seemed confident I would survive and probably wouldn’t have made a deal if he knew I was about to die.  But I really wished he could have saved my babies.

With a heavy heart, I stepped through the portal and everything went dark.  When light entered my vision again, I stood on my father’s front lawn.  Agramon had held up his end of the deal.

Light pressed against my eyelids, imploring me to open them.  I did and found myself face down on my bathroom floor, covering in a glaze of cold sweat.  Still in male form, I knew what had happened.  

I needed to evict Agramon’s spirit from my head.  He had to be the root of the flashbacks.  The demon would lie dormant, waiting for my deepest fears to return.  

I’d blocked Agramon from my mind for a while, but the prospect of returning to the Red Cavern seemed to be getting to me.  Agramon seized on my fear and relished the opportunity to infect my thoughts.  The flashbacks were usually a precursor for his ruthless interrogation room visits.

Unfortunately, I hadn’t seen him in physical form since he’d tricked me into the deal.  For now, the bastard was here to stay.  He was a big reason why I was so weird and mistrusted almost everyone.  He’d helped me when I was desperate, but he’d taken advantage of me.  I wanted to make sure that never happened again, so I shut myself off from some possible friendships over the years.

I got ready to leave, said a quick goodbye to Titania and left before the dragonfly could get emotional.  Owen picked me up outside my house and drove me out to Indianola, a rural area near Mike’s house.

I went to get out of the car and turned to Owen with my head down.  I put my hand on his forearm.  “If anything should happen to me.”  I lifted my head to meet his eyes and held the contact, suddenly remembering that I was in a different form.  “Take care of our babies.”

He rolled his eyes and tapped the top of my hand.  “You will be just fine.  You won’t miss anything, I should think.  Now get your weird man hands off me.”

He yanked his arm away, and we shared a laugh.

I took a deep breath and opened the door.  Stepping out into the freezing air, I hooked my backpack over my shoulder.  The house was located up the road, so I started hoofing it.  In my Steelers winter jacket and worn-out jeans, I looked like a normal guy down on his luck.  At least, I hoped.

Two snow covered trees flanked the powder blue ranch style house with a red apple front door.  A shoveled cobblestone walkway led up to the steps of the front porch.  My boot crunched down onto some flakes of melting salt in the driveway as I passed a two-car garage and scurried up the walkway and onto the porch. 

I heard what sounded like a Gregorian chant coming from the house as I approached.  With my chest thumping, I knocked on the front door. 
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THE CHANTING CEASED abruptly and shifted to whispers, then heavy footsteps approached the door.  I sensed some repellant charms around the house.  They were pretty weak, but they reeked of dark magic, so I knew I was in the right place.  I heard about a dozen locks clicking, then the doorknob started to turn.

The red door opened a crack and a scruffy older man with silver hair and a matching beard of stubble popped his head out.  “We’re happy with our cable company.  Stop showing up here.”

He pulled his head back inside and prepared to slam the door in my face.  I said, “Wait.  That’s not what I’m here for.”

The man kept the door open a crack, only revealing half of his face and one blinking (winking?) brown eye.  “Then what do you want?”

“I want to be a part of this.”  I pointed at the house, unsure of how to phrase it.

His eye widened.  “Be a part of what?  I know not what you speak of.”

Time to stop beating around the bush.  “I was told to say the words Dank Artistry.”

The door opened more, exposing his entire face.  The old man with warts on his nose, forehead and neck asked sharply, “Who told you to say that?  Where did you hear it?”

I had his attention now.  “I went out drinking one night and someone told me about it.  Most of the details are fuzzy because I was wasted.  I’m not fit for human society.  Never was, never will be.”

“Sorry.  All full.  Go away.”  He shooed me away, then slammed the door in my face.  I went to leave, and realized this could be a test.  Instead of walking away, I plopped my ass down next to the door and leaned back against the house.

About two hours later, the door swung open.  Before I could see whom it was, someone started kicking me.  I covered my head, and a voice said, “Go away.  We don’t want you here.”

The houses were spaced out enough that the neighbors wouldn’t hear me, so I yelled, “I’m not going anywhere.  I’m not a quitter.”  Although I was freezing my ass off.

The kicking continued, and the voice said, “If I have to come out here again, I’ll be forced to kill you.  Now leave this instant.”

A few more hours passed, and the sun started to mesh into the horizon.  I stared at the frozen pumpkin sky studded with marshmallow clouds that would soon be fading to darkness.  My eyes started getting heavy when the door cracked open.

Wart Man’s head peeked through a small opening.  “The police have been called.  Leave or go to jail.  Your choice.”  He blinked rapidly, leaned his head forward and thumbed a wart on his nose.  “Darkness will fall and bullets shall fly.  Remain at your own peril.”

I said, “I’m not leaving.  I want to be part of this.  I can’t go back to my old life.”

The door opened more, as if I had uttered the magic words.  

“Perhaps you could enter, and we can talk a bit more,” he said, opening the door and allowing me in.

Shivering, I stepped into a tiny entranceway with a hallway on the left, a staircase straight ahead and a closed door on the right.  The tall man in a gray suit and blue tie went into the room on the right and gestured for me to join him.

I walked in and noticed a few lazy trails of smoke coming from incense sticks.  Cinnamon.  The small office had a desk covered with notebooks and papers, two chairs facing it and two windows covered with black curtains.  The wood-pattern painted walls were bare of any decoration.

The ceiling fan rotated slowly, barely moving enough to cause a breeze.  That was fine with me because I’d just started getting full feeling back in my fingers and toes.

He tipped his forehead toward the chairs, and I sat down, as he walked around the desk.  Before he took a seat, his skin color started to change.

His cheeks went from ghostly pale to midnight black.  The skin on his face stretched and pulled in different directions.  Normally, shifters’ bodies grew in size and the clothes fell from their bodies.  Instead, this man’s body stayed the same size, but kept shifting, his hands becoming smaller and darker.

As the transformation finished, I stared at a hairless cat shifter.  His loose skin drooped, causing major wrinkling to his cheeks and forehead.  Even his pointed ears on top of his head slouched.  I’d seen this low-level demon in the Red Cavern during my last experience.  Purrmecius.

“Much better.”  He shook his arms and head around, then unbuttoned his collar.  His dark, wrinkled neck sagged and bunched up where it met his shoulders.

“This doesn’t scare you?” he questioned, staring at me with intense yellow eyes that matched his prominent whiskers.

My heart banged against my ribcage, threatening to bust through.  It wasn’t his appearance that scared me, it was the whole situation.  I’d walked through the front door.  There was no going back now.  For better or worse. 

I deepened my voice and said, “Not at all.  I heard about what’s been going on around here for the past few years.  Let’s just say, I don’t want to be part of the other team.  I feel like the beings you represent are more like me than humans.  I was just born in the wrong place.”

I hoped it sounded authentic.  The cat man dude strutted around the big mahogany desk and finally sat down.  

Purrmecius leaned back and peered up at the ceiling fan.  “We have many disenchanted humans rushing to our side.  What is your name and who did you tell you were coming here?”

“Kevin.  And I didn’t tell nobody.  I don’t talk to my family anymore.  Never been married.  Ain’t got no kids.  Most people think I’m crazy, but really, I just don’t want to talk to any of them.  Keep to myself mostly.  As for friends, I got no interest in that.  I spend most of my time trying to learn magic.”

Judging by Purrmecius’s facial reactions, I wasn’t doing too bad.  Unless he was the best poker player of all time.

“How has that gone?” he asked as he straightened a stack of wire-bound notebooks on the desktop.

“Not great so far.  I want to learn more,” I said, trying to sound enthusiastic.

“There is a possibility we can help you with that,” he said with a little purr in his voice.  “However, you need to understand a few things.”

I flexed my fingers and they felt normal again.  “Okay.”

Purrmecius opened the drawer on his desk and pulled out a green apple.  As he wiped it clean with his blue tie, he said, “First, once you join, your life belongs to us.  You must obey all commands from your superiors, which is everyone right now.”

I gave him a sharp nod.  “Yes, sir.”  

He took a big bite out of the apple and crunched away as he spoke, “Second, your outside life is over.  You will be permitted to leave for a few hours at a time, but it would be best to sever all those ties.”

“That’s fine.  I don’t really have anyone that I want to see.”  I fidgeted in the chair, hoping my voice wasn’t changing.  That was the hardest part of undercover work.

Purrmecius stuck out his long, slender tongue, leaned to his left and spit apple seeds into his trashcan.  As he lifted his head, he said, “Good.  Third and finally, you will worship the thirteen, the same as most humans do with Gods.  What fools.  If you are caught worshipping a false idol, you will be killed on the spot.  The thirteen are your life now.  Do you understand?”

He stared at me, waiting for an answer.  His vertical slashes of pupils widened into ovals, swallowing some of their yellow surroundings.  I nodded and replied, “Yes, sir.”

His creepy gaze never left me.  “Are you prepared for a life of servitude that will further the ultimate goal?”

“I am,” I confirmed.  I knew enough not to ask about the plan.  They wanted blind followers.

He spun the apple in his hand, searching for a new spot to attack.  He took another loud bite and spoke as small bits of the apple and spittle flew out of his mouth, “Then it is time to begin.”

Purrmecius opened a desk drawer, pulled out an air siren and blasted it, nearly busting out my eardrums.  Two red demons in gray sweat suits rushed into the room.  Four warm hands grabbed me, lifting me out of the seat by my arms.  I didn’t resist, and they hustled me out of the room.  They shoved me from behind, and we went down a narrow hallway with an ugly brown carpet.

The two demons I’d never seen before pushed me into a room with a young woman sitting at a square dining room table.  Without speaking, the demons pointed aggressively for me to take a seat across from her.  We both had place settings with plates and polished silverware in front of us.  No cups or glasses.  A dome-covered platter sat in the middle of the table, which was draped with a black tablecloth. 

Purrmecius entered the room and chewed the final remnants of his apple.  His head bounced back and forth, inspecting both of us with an evil grin pasted to his face.  

He paced the short length of the table a few times, and said, “Humans.  The bane of our existence.  They are free to frolic on the earth’s surface, while we are in a penned-up underground, vulnerable to attack from the Supreme Magic Council or any of the various pantheons.”

He stopped pacing and stared at the woman across from me.  “You both have hinted that you despise your own kind.  Now comes the time to prove it.”

Purrmecius leaned over the table and grabbed the handle of the domed top.  “The symbol of life.”  He lifted the silver cover, exposing a round burgundy object.  As I looked closer, it was a heart on the platter and my stomach turned.

His long golden whiskers perked up as he smirked.   “To prove that you aren’t telling tall tales, you must eat this human heart.  If you cannot eat the heart of a freshly slaughtered baby, you cannot be trusted to kill one.  Which will also be required to gain entry.”

Killing babies?  They had raised the immoral stakes over the years.  They hadn’t asked recruits to kill a human last time I was here.  There was a zero percent chance of that happening.

Purrmecius said, “I shall return in twenty minutes.  If there is but the tiniest scrap remaining, both of you will have to leave.  We don’t have time to waste and ease you into this process.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 10



[image: image]


THE CAT DEMON EXITED the room and left the door slightly ajar.  

She was sitting down, so I couldn’t get a gauge on her height, but the woman in a red hoodie was skinny and appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties.  She had short, raggedy bleach-blond hair with long black roots.  Her green eyes matched her eyeshadow and brightened up a dark, sorrowful-looking face sporting a perma-frown.  She sat across me twisting a knot of greasy hair right behind her ear. 

I deepened my voice and said, “Hey, sup.  I’m Kevin.”  I had to fight off the urge to laugh because I sounded so stupid.

“Nice to meet you.  Cheryl Mansfield,” she said and flashed a peace sign.

“You related to Jane?” I joked.

She stared at me, her right eye closing.  “What?”

“Nothing.  Just an actress from the 60s.  So how are we going to do this?” I asked, checking out the heart in the middle of the table.  

She shrugged her shoulders, as I pulled the platter toward me and leaned down.  I inhaled through my nose.  It was gamey with a slight metallic after scent.  As I stared longer, I realized it was a pig’s heart.

It was a suckling pig’s heart.  The more I thought about it, the demons wouldn’t use a human heart on two people trying to join their ranks.  They would probably use it for a much darker purpose.    

Convinced it wasn’t from a human, I picked up the fork and knife and tried to cut into the heart.  The bloody organ shot off to the side, almost sliding off the slick platter completely.  I lowered my grip on the fork to gain more control and placed the blade of the knife right next to it.  Carefully, I sawed back and forth with the serrated knife and cut a third of the heart away.  

Blood gushed from the incision, collecting in a reflective pool on the silver platter.  I whispered, “It’s not a human heart.  I think he’s just trying to scare us.  Still gross if you ask me.”

Cheryl whispered back, “This wasn’t what I had in mind.  Almost seems cliché.  But I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Me too.”

She picked up her fork and knife.  “What’s your story?” 

Showtime.  I needed to stick to what I had practiced.  “My story?  Hell, I dunno.  Been kicked around my whole life.  Family ditched my ass and I been on my own since I was ‘bout fifteen.”

Cheryl bit her bottom lip and stared at me as I poked and prodded the heart, trying to devise a plan.  She said, “I don’t get along with my family either.  And I want to learn magic so bad so if I ever see that loser ex-boyfriend of mine, I can stuff it in his face.  Stupid jerk dumped me because, and I quote, ‘that magic stuff is for crazy people.’”  

She looked up at me with wide, bloodshot eyes.  “Do I look crazy?”

“Lil bit right now,” I joked and smiled.  “Maybe we should cut this up into little bits and eat it slowly as we talk.”

“Good idea.  So did you have a job?” she asked and shifted around in the uncomfortable wooden chair.  I assumed her chair was as rigid as mine.

“Worked in a coffee shop,” I replied.

“Where?” she asked, putting me on the spot.

Shit.  I hadn’t worked out that simple detail.  Beads of sweat broke out on my body.  “Far away from here.  It’s shut down now too.  What did yinz do?”  I’d nearly forgotten to throw in a yinz every now and then to sound like an authentic Pittsburgher.

She huffed and stared at the pieces of heart on the end of her fork.  “I worked at a gas station.  Place got robbed twice in two weeks, so I got the hell outta there.”

“That blows.”  I hoped I was using the lingo and phrases correctly.  I didn’t want to make any verbal gaffes like Owen.

Cheryl added, “That was when I decided to join up here.  Nothing to lose.  Fuck it.”

That sounded like the exact attitude the demons were going for.  People down on their luck and willing to do anything to change it.  “I feel the same way.  Yolo, right?”

“Huh?” she asked and stuffed a few bits of the heart into her mouth.  Her mouth puckered, and her lips trembled as she fought to choke down the heart.  She put her hand in front of her mouth and closed her eyes as her body shook, trying to keep down the raw organ.

I pushed a little pile of heart together on the platter.  “Yolo.  You only live once.  Just a saying.”

“Oh,” she said, holding her hand over her mouth.

I tossed a few pieces of the heart into my mouth.  I chewed them up quickly and swallowed, but they still got caught in the back of my mouth.  I gagged and almost spit it out.  Fighting off the urge to throw up, I wished I had a glass of water.  Instead, the gamey-metallic flavor clung to the back of my tongue and esophagus, causing a constant frown as I fought off the nausea.

I whispered across the table, “Do you know what the women are subjected to down there?”

Cheryl shrugged her shoulders.  “Whatever they want is what Purrmecius said.”

I lowered my voice even more.  “Do you understand that means fulfilling their sexual urges?”

She sat up straight and a flash of terror ran through her green eyes as she weighed my words.  I thought it was only fair to warn her.  I wished someone had warned me thirty years ago.

“I guess it’s whatever they want then.”  She jammed a few more pieces of the heart in her mouth and turned to the side.  

“Maybe we should look out for each other.  Do you know magic?” I asked and scooped up another forkful of heart.

Cheryl finished chewing the tough organ and said, “Not really.  That’s why I’m here.”

I peered around the room and zoned in on the cracked door.  A few moments passed, and I was satisfied nobody was eavesdropping.  I still lowered my voice, and said, “I know a little.  At least, I think I do.  Now that I’m here, I’m a little nervous.”

She twisted her hair nervously.  “I know whatcha mean.  I don’t want to screw anything up.”

Our conversation was stilted because of the unusual circumstances, but there was more to it.  I couldn’t help thinking Cheryl was hiding something.  I hadn’t smelled any magic on her yet, but some people could hide it until they needed it.  

Purrmecius poked his head inside the room.  Rubbing the silver door handle, he said, “Five minutes remain.  Looks like much work still needs done.”

I looked at a platter with more than half of the pig heart remaining.  How had fifteen minutes gone by?  

“Can I get a glass of water?” I requested.

“Absolutely not.  You must taste the heart of that baby.  Taste its soul.”  He backed out of the room and shut the door.

I knew it was a pig’s heart, but his words creeped me out and made it taste even worse.  Shoving my stomach’s strong objections to the side, I threw a handful of bits into my mouth and swallowed.  I gagged and threw up in my mouth.  Fighting off the urge to open my mouth and redecorate the table, I choked down the bitter vomit.

Every pore leaked sweat and my body overheated.  I leaned over in my chair as my stomach churned in displeasure.  I stared at the floor as perspiration droplets fell from my forehead, hitting the hardwood floor in a steady procession.

I grabbed the collar of my sweatshirt and fanned myself off.  With the clock ticking, I knew Cheryl couldn’t finish the heart by herself.  I’d killed, and tortured people before.  Why was I having so much trouble with this?

My knotted stomach writhed in discomfort, but I had to pull my weight.  I sat up and looked at the platter.  My eyes widened at the sight of a dark pool of blood on the silver platter.  Nothing else.  Every last bit of heart was gone.

“Did you?”

She finished chewing and said, “You didn’t look so hot.  After a while, I got used to it.”

“I owe you one,” I told her.  I had to be careful though and not let her put me in danger.  The Morrigan had said friendships are like two people holding onto a string.  Too many strings and you could end up hanging yourself.

The Goddess of Death saw friendship as a hindrance that could get one killed.  Friends know your secrets and can betray you, she would say frequently.  It was why I lied about myself a lot and didn’t reveal much of my past to strangers.

The converse effect was that after five hundred years, I still didn’t know the real Junipher.  Was I the loving wife?  The murdering magical thief?  The mother?  The benevolent relic hunter who had stopped the Nazis?  The one trying to end the ongoing winter in Pittsburgh?  Or was I subconsciously only worried about myself and doing this to secure my spot in the pantheon?

Perhaps they were all true.  They had all formed the individual sitting here in the lair of a demon cult.  I was damaged, but not broken.  I couldn’t help thinking there was a higher purpose to my life.  After all I’d been through, there had to be a reason I was still alive.  A higher meaning.

Purrmecius burst through the door with an evil grin on his face.  Staring at the platter, he opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.  With his mouth agape and his tiny cat finger pointing at the empty platter, Purrmecius stood in silence.  Apparently, he’d wanted to yell at us for not completing the task.  

“Well done,” he said in a defeated tone.  “Now you can join the general population.”
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A FEW DAYS HAD PASSED, and the operation was clear.  Purrmecius, two demons and one human were attempting to brainwash the recruits.  Most days were spent getting lectured about the terrible humans who weren’t to be trusted.  The rest of the time, they taught us a few spells to practice.

The indoctrination lasted from the moment I woke up until I lay down to sleep for a few hours deep in the night.  They wanted everyone to feel sympathetic to the demons, and it appeared to be working.  Most of the recruits had been beaten down by life to the point that they had grown bitter.  They viewed their plights as the fault of everyone else, who deserved to die.

My background story seemed to be on par with most of the down and out recruits.  I could barely concentrate on anything they said because I was constantly worrying about my dragons.  I’d known this would be a longer mission, but being away from my babies was killing me.  Unfortunately, I had a mountain to climb and I was still standing at the base.

I entered the basement and some of the recruits were standing in a straight line.  This had all the makings of our first magic test.

Magic.  The great equalizer.  It could turn a tiny man into a giant.  Or it could help a tiny man defeat a giant in battle.

About one in ten thousand humans could harness magic.  I still had trouble coming to grips with that.  A normal human could handle magic, but someone born from two Gods like me couldn’t.  It didn’t make sense.  Anyway, only a very small number from that pool would ever realize their magical abilities.

There were some people out there who had more power than I did, but they’d never learned how to tap into it properly.  For every Mike Merlino, there were thousands of humans who would never discover their innate talent.  

Many wondered how normal humans stumbled upon magic.  I had a theory.  Changelings.

A changeling was a creature from the Fae world left in place of a human child stolen by the faeries.  When the changeling had children, he or she passed down that magic to the offspring.  The raw power that Mike possessed led me to believe he could be a changeling himself, especially with his vampiric appearance.  It was hard to believe that he was just a normal human.

Purrmecius raised his hand and everyone stared at him in silence.

“Psychokinesis,” Purrmecius said with one eye closed and his head tilted as he paced in front of us.  The hairless cat demon seemed to derive a certain pleasure from his position of authority.  He basked in the glory of the new recruits hanging onto his every word.  

When I had seen him in the Red Cavern, the higher up demons had treated him like a lackey.  This seemed like a nice promotion for the cat demon.  

Purrmecius had herded us into a dimly lit room with no furniture except for a portable square table with a tennis ball on it.  Eight new recruits including me were standing in a straight line.  

Purrmecius continued, “Magic.  In its truest form, magic is performing actions with your mind.  Psychokinesis will allow us to find out if you have any special ability.  Some magic can be learned, but the best is natural.  It’s burned into your soul.  Therefore, you can never lose it.  Forget the words to a spell, and they are useless.  Innate magic.  Nothing can trump it.”

He moved closer and paced in front of the recruits.  “Before we start teaching you any magic, we need to figure out your starting point.  Some might start with more advanced lessons.  Those who demonstrate magical ability will be the most valuable.  An obvious statement, yes.  Show your value to the cause, and we will respect that value greatly.”

I knew that was a lie from my last stay in the Red Cavern.  If someone showed too much power, the demons saw it as a threat, thus eliminating the threat.  But if they showed no magical ability, they were treated like slaves.  It was a weird tightrope to walk.

With the tennis ball on the table, I had a pretty good idea where this was headed.  That boded well for me.  My psychokinesis skills were nowhere near that of the Morrigan.  She could pick up vehicles and hurl them at a target.

My skills were much weaker.  I’d obtained them from a pure magic practitioner, so they had certain parameters.  With this skill, I couldn’t use them to steal money or do anything destructive without an underlying noble reason.  Would I be able to use it to move a tennis ball on a table?  It wouldn’t hurt anyone, but it also wouldn’t help anyone.

The Morrigan had always told me that the skills would come through when someone’s life was on the line.  She’d compared it to when a tiny woman would lift a car to save her dying child.  Most people only used a tiny fraction of their real ability and had a capacity for supernatural feats of strength.

With this exercise being totally for show, I wasn’t sure if my psychokinesis would cooperate.  The pure magic always had rules attached, unlike the dark magic.  There weren’t many contingencies with the black magic.  Except that it could seize control of my body at any time and turn me into an instrument of death.  The pure magic never took over like that.  It existed peacefully inside me.

Three recruits had failed miserably.  None of them had budged the tennis ball.  As the third recruit skulked back into line, Purrmecius pointed his finger at me.  

“Next,” he said without emotion.  His frown told me he wasn’t happy with the results so far.  

The tennis ball sat in an indentation on the padded tabletop.  I started to sweat.  If I didn’t make the ball roll, I could be stuck in this house for months.  But if I showed too much power, the demons would see me as a threat and kill me.  

Unfortunately, it was extremely difficult to control my psychokinesis.  The restrictions had annoyed me so much that I hardly ever used it.  With so many other talents that were easier to operate, psychokinesis didn’t get much use.  

I cleared my thoughts and focused on the tennis ball.  A few seconds passed and I used my mental force to move the ball.  I sent the energy right at the number 8 at the top of the ball.  That should roll it out of that divot.  Come on.  Start rolling.

Dammit.  The tennis ball didn’t budge.

Fook.  Purrmecius was licking his teeth and making a nasty smacking sound that prevented me from concentrating on my task.  He had to be growing frustrated with this activity since no one had succeeded yet.  

Pushing all my crowded thoughts to the side, I locked my eyes on the tennis ball.  A calm focus washed over me.  All my problems were vanishing.  The tightness in my chest loosened, and despite the lack of caffeine, I felt wide awake.

The number 8 turned sideways and a surge of clean magic coursed through my body.  It waded through the darkness, something I had great trouble with, and snaked out to my extremities.  My scalp tingled and my chest pumped.

As I stared at the 8, it rotated again.  I heard the recruits and Purrmecius gasp, which told me I was on the right track.  The number 8 tumbled over and over until the tennis ball rolled off the small table.

I turned to Purrmecius, whose mouth was agape.  He closed his jaw quickly and pursed his lips.  “Not bad.  Perhaps you could teach your cohorts how to do that.”

I couldn’t.  I was useless as a professor of magic.  My talent was stolen, and I couldn’t teach it to anyone.  I’d sworn to the Morrigan that I would keep the blood ritual a secret.  People might ask how the Morrigan would ever find out?  

Her birds.  Some of her crows were physical creatures and some of them were magic.  And they could be invisible.  One could be in this room right now.  Hidden in plain sight.  And then the magic bird would go back to the Morrigan and repeat the entire conversation verbatim. 

I didn’t understand how she did it, I just knew it had happened many times before.  She had obtained secret information that no one else could get.  And if the Morrigan found out that I was passing her secrets along to other people, she would kill me out of principle.

I didn’t fear anyone.  But if I made a list of people I didn’t want to fight, the Morrigan would be at the top with Kovana.  We’d sparred verbally many times.  On a few occasions, words had almost turned into a physical altercation.  I couldn’t even imagine an all-out brawl with her though.

Three more recruits attempted to move the tennis ball.  All three failed.  Purrmecius called on my only friend in the house.

Cheryl took two even paces forward and two to her left, squaring herself with the tennis ball in the middle of the table.  I stepped to the right so that I could see a profile of her face.  Her eyes were closed and her lips were moving, but no words came from her mouth.

Her eyes flashed open and I turned to the tennis ball.  The thing didn’t budge.  Hmm.  I liked Cheryl.  If she failed, she would likely be stuck in this house for a long time.  I had to act quick as she stamped her right foot.  

I hesitated because of the odds.  It was astronomically unlikely that two people in this small group had access to magic.  If I helped her, Purrmecius could grow suspicious and it could blow my cover.  However, it wasn’t impossible.  If one dealt with numbers enough, anomalies did occur.  Sounded like I’d made up my mind.

My psychokinesis powers weren’t great, so I created an invisible ball by reassembling some of the elements in the air.  It grew to about the same size as the tennis ball.  I injected some camouflage magic into the ball to make sure Purrmecius wouldn’t see it.  

I waited until the cat demon turned away and focused on the target.  Holding the invisible object by my hip, I flicked my wrist sidearm and the ball launched from my fingertips.  

I watched it sail across the room, skim off the top of the table and smack into the tennis ball.  The green ball shot off the table and rolled toward the open door.  Purrmecius caught sight of it and lifted his head, staring at Cheryl.  He raised what would have been his eyebrows, but only wrinkled his forehead.  

“I was not expecting that.  Two in one day has never happened before,” the leader said, staring at me and nodding in admiration.  My heart fluttered as he held his gaze on me.  Then, he turned to the door and said, “Now follow me upstairs for the next lesson of the day.”

Phew, that was close.  I wanted to keep Cheryl as close as possible.  Being undercover meant I could be friendly with her and not reveal anything about my real self.  And I’d just paid back my debt to her and she didn’t even know it. I headed for the door and someone yanked my shirt from behind.  As I turned around, I closed my fist and prepared for action.

I completed the one-eighty and was face to face with Cheryl.  She looked me in the eye with a goofy smile, then lowered her head, apparently unsure of what to say.  Maybe she did know I’d helped her.

I ended the awkward silence.  “Nice job.”  It was all I had.  As I tried to think of something clever, she stepped forward.  The heat of her body made my heart race, and she wrapped her arms around me.

She whispered in my ear, “Thanks.  Now I owe you one.”  She kissed me on the cheek, and I jumped back like a virgin.  Whoa.  This put me in a precarious situation.

“Let’s go,” Purrmecius yelled from the top of the steps.

She looked me in the eye and smiled.  She winked and said, “Thanks again.”

“Don’t mention it.”  No.  Like, seriously.  How did she know it was me?

Oh, right.  I was the only one to complete the challenge.  Not exactly a five-star mystery there.  As I climbed the steps, a jolt of positive energy flashed through me for helping someone out.  A feeling that didn’t come around very often.  I just had to avoid this going any further than a friendly kiss on the cheek.
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PURRMECIUS CALLED US into the basement, which was nothing more than an open room with dull green carpeting.  It was the first time all twenty-two recruits were in the same place at once.  Purrmecius lined us up against two walls for what appeared to be an inspection.

I closed my eyes and remembered the manly features I’d seen in the mirror a few days ago.  If I slipped up on my appearance under close inspection, it would be game over.  I got a strong visual and locked everything in place.  

Once I shifted, the look normally held, but I had a few worries this time.  My magic had been wonky since the lava bath so it wasn’t a forgone conclusion that I could maintain the same appearance for days on end.  The abnormalities put me on edge, but also caused me to focus on the details.

I had to walk a tightrope.  I couldn’t show all my talents.  That meant I was being judged as a fraction of myself.  And the fact that I was in male form didn’t help my chances.

A loud knock on the door claimed everyone’s attention.  An ugly grin developed on Purrmecius’s face as he waddled quickly over to the door.  Through the opening, I could see one of the Chieftains from the Red Cavern nod at Purrmecius and enter the room.

Aka Manah was an interesting demonic creature.  He had the body of a tall, strong man, but his head resembled a bleached steer’s skull with twisted horns.  Two yellow eyes with black slits for pupils were embedded into the orbits.  A golden amulet shaped like a half moon clung to the middle of his forehead.

Dressed in a black pinstripe suit and a white tie, Aka Manah paced in front of the recruits, looking each person up and down.  He stopped in front of Cheryl and pointed at her.  “I’ll have this one,” he said, and Purrmecius scurried over.

Purrmecius hooked Cheryl’s arm and led her to the door.  Another demon waiting at the doorway took my only friend in the house away.  I assumed this was the selection process for the Red Cavern.  Aka Manah picked another female and then held a whispering sidebar with Purrmecius.

Purrmecius pointed his clawed finger at a few of the recruits.  Then I watched him point at me and whisper something to Aka Manah.  The two demons finished their talk and Aka Manah turned his attention back to us.

My heart pumped in anticipation.  I’d been here for five days and this was the first time someone from the Red Cavern had showed up.  If I didn’t get selected, could I wait around here for another week or so?  My dragons were already calling me.  And I wanted to check on Alexis.

Aka Manah chose four more women, who were rushed out the door and up the steps.  Perhaps my decision to shift into male form would hold me back.  I’d wanted to avoid all the cruelty women had to put up with in the Red Cavern.  Unfortunately, I’d overlooked this process and the fact that they favored women.

The demons wanted humans to join their cause, but they worried about them gaining too much magical power.  They favored women because they viewed them as the weaker sex.  Their fear of powerful humans had resulted in my lava bath the last time I was there.

Someone had ratted me out and told the demons about my true powers.  I’d tried to downplay my magical ability and only confided in a few people.  One of them had apparently betrayed me and tattled to the higher ups.  One other possible scenario was that someone just didn’t like me and had lied to the devils and chieftains to take me out.

Either way, I’d love to find out who sold me out, but I needed to stay focused on the main task at hand.  The people of Pittsburgh were suffering.  The Dagda’s Harp stood as the only chance to stop the never-ending winter.  I couldn’t fail.  Unfortunately, I needed to gain access to the Red Cavern first.

Aka Manah stopped in front of me and put his bony finger in my face.  He turned to Purrmecius and grunted.  The latter nodded with his eyes closed, and Aka Manah grunted in return.  

“No.  How about you?” Aka Manah said and pointed to the guy next to me.  

Fookin fook.  

My heart sank into my shoe as Purrmecius followed Aka Manah out the door, signaling that the selection process had ended.  

I turned to the person next to me.  “How often do they do this?”

The shorter, lazy-eyed gentleman looked up at me.  “Bout once a month.”

I couldn’t stay here another month.  No way.  Perhaps I could shift the plan?  Call in my favor from Zeus, round up all my friends and take the Harp by force?  Not a bad idea.  It would take some time to set up, but I would be on the outside and able to visit my dragons.

My mind shifted to an escape plan.  They didn’t guard the house well, so walking out in the middle of the night seemed logical.  I was pissed that I’d wasted five days in this dump with nothing to show for it.

A few minutes passed, and Aka Manah and Purrmecius burst through the door.

Aka Manah stuck his finger an inch from Purrmecius’s wrinkled nose, and said condescendingly, “How could you not catch him?”

“How was I to know he would run?”  Purrmecius defended himself.  “You picked him.”

Aka Manah backed his finger away from Purrmecius’s face and pointed at me.  “Is he a runner?”

Purrmecius answered, “I don’t know.”  The demon walked up and stood right in front of me.  “Well, boy.  Will you run if selected?”

I was glad they couldn’t read my mind.  Thirty seconds ago, running away was the only thought in my head.  “Absolutely not.”

“You better not be lying,” Aka Manah warned, stepping closer and hovering above me.

“No lie, sir.  It’s an honor to be selected.”  I figured buttering them up wouldn’t hurt.

“Let’s go,” Aka Manah ordered, and gestured toward the door.

I hustled through the opening and up the steps.  Another demon met me at the top and whisked me out the front door.  We walked toward a black van with tinted windows.  It could not look more like a kidnapping vehicle, which technically it was.

The demon shoved me into the back with the six other recruits including Cheryl, who smiled upon seeing me.  He jumped in the passenger seat, and we waited in silence.  Aka Manah strolled up to the vehicle and stood outside the driver’s door.

The huge horns on his head shrank, reverting inside his skull.  I had wondered how he would fit in the van.  The transition ended with just a little nub of his horns peeking out of his head.  Once he had taken care of his obstruction, he jumped into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

My second trip inside the demon’s lair was happening.  With the first leg out of the way, I focused on how I could get my hands on the Dagda’s Harp or find Ice Heart’s flute.

We drove to the outskirts of Pittsburgh to an area I didn’t recognize.  Aka Manah turned into a big open field and drove toward a forest straight ahead.  The van slid on the snow and ice, coasting to a stop near the tree line.

I jumped out of the van.  Just inside the woods, a glowing burgundy portal stood out amongst the dull colors.

Aka Manah shoved each person into the portal.  I walked toward the shimmering red rectangle and Aka Manah palmed the small of my back and pushed.  
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THE PORTAL CONSTRICTED my body, squeezing me through to the other side.  I’d traveled through teleportation devices before and could only wonder what the virgins were thinking.  It was easy to panic when the pressure increased and it felt like your body was being crushed.

The force relented and my eyelids flickered.  As dim light flooded in, I was standing in the entrance to the Red Cavern.  Several demons were screaming at the recruits to line up for inspection.  I took my place in the line and all the memories, all the trauma poured into my head.

Taking a few deep breaths, I hoped to calm myself, but then he walked into the room.  King Bres, who was better known around here as Bruceras.  I wanted to kill him on the spot.

The devil had a rich background.  When my father, King Nuada had lost his arm in battle, he couldn’t remain as king.  The king had to be perfect.  In an attempt to repair relations with the Fomorians, King Nuada named Bres the new king.  Bres was then married to Brighid, my mother.  Yeah, my family is pretty fooked up.

Anyway, Bres favored the demonic Fomorians over the Tuatha Dé Denaan and had even put the Dagda to work as a ditch digger.  The citizens began to hate the new king.  The Celtic physicians had fixed my father’s injury with a new arm and he was restored as king.

Because he was an evil ruler, King Bres and the Fomorians were sent away to a Celtic otherworld to control their behavior.  My mother had decided to stay in Ireland, and they split up.  Unfortunately, sending them away didn’t work, and they were eventually tossed from the netherworld too.  That was when Bres had decided to start his own following and build his own underworld.

He had picked up some of the nastiest creatures the faerie worlds had to offer and brought them here.  He had promised the Fomorians revenge on the Celtic Gods of the Tuatha Dé Denaan.  But that was a long, long time ago.  I assumed his underlings were getting restless by now.

I remembered the feeling of his hand as it hit my shoulder on that fateful day that had changed my life.

The panic started setting in, latching onto my soul and shaking the shit out of it.  The overwhelming rush of memories flooded my body, overheating my systems and creating a lightheaded dizziness.  I could feel the tingling sensation of Agramon lurking in the far corner of my mind, waiting for a chance to seize on my fear.

I thought I would pass out when Cheryl materialized and joined the line.  I found strength in her presence.

My erratic breathing started to return to normal as I stared at the man who had caused me so much pain and suffering.  The man who had ordered his minions to pour lava into my sleeping cave, killing our son and daughter.  Ack, I couldn’t think about that now, but the memories didn’t want to leave.

I had to quell my hatred for Bres until I found the Harp.  Considering I could kill the unsuspecting devil easily, I needed to maintain discipline and resist the urge to conjure a flaming sword and chop his head off.  After I obtained the Harp, well, that was a different story.

The last recruit appeared from the portal transfer and Aka Manah materialized next to him.  The three demon helpers pushed the man toward the end of the line.  Bruceras paced while staring at us with an angry scowl.  

Tall, dark, but definitely not handsome.  The devil was dressed in a duster that covered his body, but he couldn’t hide his enormous frame completely.  Standing a little over seven-feet tall, he probably weighed at least four hundred pounds.  The duster stretched around his features.  He wasn’t fat, but thick and wide and packing some serious power.

His face was covered in an uneven beard that blended into his short, dark hair slicked with sweat.  His obsidian skin stretched with his frowning and bunched up on the bridge of his nose.  Brown eyes with burning yellow pupils studied the new humans as he rubbed one of the two button horns on top of his head.  The ivory features barely poked through his hair.

The master shifter was hardly ever in his true appearance, which resembled an ugly human.  My father had explained what he looked like before he was chased from Ireland.  I’d never seen him in that form.  It was as if, he had left that person behind when he had been kicked out and started his new persona. 

Seven of us stood in a straight line, facing the pacing devil.  He pointed to the man next to me.  “What is your name?”

“Henry, my lord,” he said.  We had been taught to use my lord when talking to a devil.

Bruceras walked purposefully up to the man and punched him in the nose.  Blood exploded from his nostrils, his eyes rolled back in his head and the poor schmuck fell on his face.  

“Let’s go,” commanded Bruceras.  Aka Manah and the three demons surrounded the body.  One demon pushed me back to take his place next to the fallen Henry.

“Now,” Bruceras ordered, and the team sprang into action, stomping Henry from head to toe.  

Bruceras concentrated on his head, and after a couple firm stomps, the poor victim’s skull cracked.  The nasty sound made my stomach roll over.  The demons continued the ruthless assault, kicking the life out of poor Henry.  

A minute later, an out of breath Bruceras said, “He’s dead.”

Fact check: Henry had been dead for a while.  Oh, Henry.  A life wasted.

With his lower half speckled in fresh blood, Bruceras said, “That was the wrong answer.  And I didn’t like his stupid face.  Don’t have to worry about that anymore.”  He laughed heartily, and his crew joined in.  “Leave the body to serve as a reminder.”

Bruceras pointed at me.  “What is your name?”

He clenched his fist, and prepared to bash in my skull.
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I DEEPENED MY VOICE and said, “Whatever you prefer it to be, my lord.”

Bruceras drew back his fist and stopped, taken aback by my response.  His arm dropped to his side.  “We have a smart one in our midst.  Forget who you were.  As a human, you are dead.  Life in the Red Cavern begins anew.  Family, friends, forget about them.  All you need is right here.  That includes your names.  You each will be assigned new ones.”

“If you question a superior, you will be killed,” Bruceras said as he walked down the line, inspecting each recruit.  “Be glad you’ve been given a new chance in life.  The whole world forgot about you.  We did not.  We understand struggle.  And if you give everything you have to the cause, you will be rewarded mightily.  It will take us all working together to achieve our goals.”

Bruceras was playing a little good cop, bad cop with us.  He wanted us to understand that our lives were in constant danger if we didn’t follow orders, but we could become valued members of the Red Cavern one day.  The cultivation continued.

He ran a few more intimidation tactics to scare us, then began assigning us jobs.  He went down the line, rifling off job titles as he pointed at us.  The long claw on his index finger stopped on Cheryl.  “Kitchen.”

He came to me next, and with his finger in my face, he said, “Kitchen.”

Aka Manah said, “Take them to their quarters first.”

Two minions moved in and grabbed us.  They pulled us away, steering us into a dimly lit hallway.  The two green demons in hemp outfits positioned themselves behind us and poked us continuously to keep moving.  After a few minutes had passed, the demons hissed and one of them grabbed me by the collar.

One demon gestured toward an opening in the wall.  As they stuffed us into the entrance, I thought my heart would stop.  All the memories of the lava bath rushed into my head and threatened to shut down my systems.  A nervous sweat glazed over my body, creating a deep panic in my soul.

Cheryl lowered herself in first and I followed her into the small cave room.  I felt like I was trying to breathe with a beach towel wrapped around my mouth and nose.  It looked almost exactly like my previous dwelling area.  I went down to one knee to counter the dizziness.  

My eyes gravitated toward the dim torch hanging on the wall. 

Cheryl asked, “Are you all right?”  Her soft fingers landed on my scalp and she massaged the back of my head gently.

“Yeah,” I said, trying to come up with an excuse as I rose to my feet.  “I’m just a little claustrophobic is all.”

“I can understand that.  This place is kind of spooky.”

Before we even had a chance to settle in, a screechy voice sounded from above, “Aka Manah has requested the presence of the woman.”

Cheryl turned to me with wide eyes.  I had warned her, but I didn’t know they would start with that right off the bat.  She bit her bottom lip, lowered her head and marched shamefully up to the narrow entrance.  She gave me one last look that broke my heart, then headed up through the opening.

I remembered the way Bres had treated me.  Like an object.  And not even one that he valued.  He had used me for pleasure and tossed me aside.  And the same thing was about to happen to Cheryl.  I was powerless to stop it.

The worst part of this business was putting up with depraved behavior to solve a mystery.  I compared it to undercover agents who infiltrated the mob.  They had to put up with vile, disgusting acts before they could build an airtight case against the crime family.  Oftentimes, the agents had to perform the same despicable actions.

It was a strange trade off.  Kind of like scraping off a piece of your soul to serve a noble goal.  If I saved Cheryl from being raped, that would eliminate any chance of recovering the Dagda’s Harp.  Without that, the citizens of Pittsburgh would continue to suffer from the brutal winter conditions.  If I saved one person from a heinous act, millions more would suffer.

This game had taught me one thing.  Human suffering would never die.

The panic polluting my body started to melt away and I thought about this underworld.

The Red Cavern was an underground realm of demonic creatures.  Originally started by King Bres the Fomorian, it had become a major force in the supernatural hierarchy.  The Fomorians had been chased out of Ireland but permitted to live in the netherworld called Tir Na Óg.  

The rascally Fomorians had caused constant problems in Tir Na Óg until they were told to leave or die.  King Bres had taken his people and left, swearing revenge on the Celtic Gods.  King Bres and the Fomorians had traveled the world and otherworlds to find an assemblage of creatures to bring to the underworld.

He had plucked creatures from the Seelie and Unseelie Courts to create a powerful following.  Over the years, the Red Cavern had grown in size and strength.  Even though I had lived here for thirty years, I hadn’t found out as much information as I’d like because they kept some secrets tightly vested.

I knew there were supposed to be thirteen devils, the highest social standing for a demon.  However, I’d only seen eight of them, and never more than four together at one time.  I hadn’t seen or heard about five of the devils and wondered if some had died over the years.  It was a taboo subject among the demons.  Although they gave blind allegiance to the thirteen devils, talking about them seemed off limits.

The demons had access to the same technology as humans, but they restricted the use of it greatly.  I had to sneak away from my job tasks and watch the internet or television.  As much as they hated humans, they studied them to get an understanding of the psyche.

The ultimate goal was to defeat the Celtic Gods in a glorious bloody battle.  However, I had noticed that Bres had become complacent.  He didn’t run the tightest of ships.  Things had been unaccounted for during my previous stay that a normal leader would stay on top of.  Like a criminal boss, he was constantly surrounded by creatures that would die for him.  Conversely, he probably worried that his underlings were plotting his death.

The devils and Chieftains brainwashed the demons from a young age.  Undying servitude had been hammered into their heads from the moment they could understand words.  I didn’t know if Bres realized it, but he didn’t have much of a chance in a war with the Gods.

Instead, he irritated them by stealing objects that were important to them, like the Dagda’s Harp.  Bres was more of a thorn in the Gods’ sides than a shiv in the back.  He annoyed them, but didn’t pose a true threat.  He knew that the Celtic Gods had a great interest in Pittsburgh, so he enjoyed pulling shenanigans around the city to piss them off.

Freezing the citizens of Pittsburgh seemed right on brand for the Red Cavern.  King Bres would do it just to make the Celtic Gods scramble.  Bres and Loki shared a common trait of stirring shit up just to piss off someone else.  Brothers in mischief.

Probably why I hated them both.  

My guts twisted and I felt a heavy pressure on my head.  Uh oh.  I fought off the sudden bout of nausea only to have my vision swirl and transport me to my past.

I was peeling potatoes in the kitchen in the Red Cavern.  A warm hand landed on my shoulder.  Hot, in fact.  Helga’s eyes widened and she shook her head in disgust.  Before I knew what was happening, the hand tightened on my hemp shirt and yanked me away.

Bruceras pushed me in front of him and poked me in the back to keep me moving.  The devil shoved me into a cave with two dying torches.  He punched me in the face, dropping me to the ground.  He grunted, but it was more of a laugh.  He was laughing at me.

I felt blood streaming from my nostrils.  He tore my clothes off and shoved me into the corner as I bawled my eyes out.  As he approached me the colors swirled again and took me to another cave in the Red Cavern.

I kissed my son and daughter goodnight, but something felt wrong.  Whispers echoed from outside the cave, but just ignored them.  As I lay back to sleep, I thought about taking my children and leaving the Red Cavern.  I had an original mission of finding Lugh’s Spear, but now I just wanted to take care of my children.

I wanted a simple life.  Enough of the undercover missions and near-death experiences.  Just a mother and her children.  I started devising a plan to escape the Red Cavern as my eyelids became heavy.

I woke up and felt like my body was about to explode.  I stood up.  My eyes had been blinded so I raised my arms above the thick liquid and felt around for my children.  I worked my body up and out of the lava and my vision started to return.

Where were my children?

A rustling coming from above broke me out of my flashback.  Cheryl’s feet emerged through the opening and landed on the ground.  She stumbled over to me with her bottom lip trembling and tears streaming down her cheeks.  I reached out and hugged her, wrapping my hand around the back of her neck and massaging it gently.

Her body became dead weight and I knew exactly what she was going through, so I fell with her.  I nestled up next to her and put my arm under her head.  I lay on my back and her head rested on my chest.  I rubbed her shoulder and upper arm lovingly.

“He stole my soul,” she said and sobbed.

“I know it feels that way now,” I told her.  “It will fade over time.”

She pulled away.  “Oh yeah.  What the fuck do you know about it?”

I’d forgotten that I was in the form of a man.  “My sister.  I wanted to kill the son of a bitch.  But she stopped me.  She didn’t want me going to jail.  She saved my life because I would have gone to prison for a very long time.”

“Sounds like she loves you.”  She sniffled.  “Thought you said you didn’t get along with your family.”

I stared into her frightened green eyes.  “Things change and bad things can happen.  It’s not important what happened to my sister.  What’s important is that you understand everything will be all right.  You’ll get your soul back.  My sister did.”

“Thanks.”  She swallowed and softened her tone.  “Sorry I snapped on you.”

“No worries.  You can snap all you want.”

“What was her name?” she asked.

“Name?”  The question had taken me by surprise.

“Your sister.”

“Oh,” I said.  That was another problem with lying.  “Karen.”

“Cool,” she said and sniffled again.

Cheryl moved closer and we lay back down.  I didn’t say anything.  She didn’t need more words from a man.  She needed comfort and understanding.  I held her firm, letting her know that I was there, that someone would always be there.  

An hour passed and I whispered, “You’re going to be okay.”

“I know.  I’m going to make that motherfucker pay,” she said in a raspy voice.

“Be careful with that,” I warned even though I wanted her to exact revenge.  “I’m all for that move but keep in mind he’s a powerful individual.  Don’t do anything foolish.”

“Don’t you worry.  I’m not as stupid as I look,” she said with a sorrowful giggle.

That was good.  She didn’t look like the sharpest sword on the battlefield.  

As I stared at her, the memories of my children flooded in.  Burnadette and Tenda.  Bres had picked their names.  I’d had no say in the matter, just as I’d had no say in creating them.  When they had poured the lava in our cave dwelling, Burnadette was only ten and Tenda eight.  They had killed my babies because of me.

I’d planned to get my children out of the Red Cavern.  I’d thought I was close to finding Lugh’s Spear.  And after I secured the item, I’d planned to grab my kids and head for the hills.  That night had changed everything.  It had stripped me of the one thing that had made me happy since my husband disappeared.

Even though mothers weren’t allowed to be with their children in the daytime, we slept together every night.  When the kids had started to realize they had magical ability, I’d told them I was a powerful witch from Ireland.

How could I tell them their mother was the most notorious magic thief in the world?  In my undercover form, nobody could see my scars.  I’d lied to my own children.  Even though I’d planned to come clean one day, those memories still burned worse than the lava.

Because of me, two innocent children had died.  I could still see their faces.  Every single feature was branded into my memory.  Why couldn’t I have had children with my husband?  All this nonsense could have been easily avoided if the Gods weren’t so cruel.

I still needed to find out who’d ratted me out during my last visit.  I tried to shift my mind to more positive thoughts.  An image took form before my eyes.  Sapphire scales covered a big reptilian body with wings.  My dragons.  My new family.  And I wasn’t going to let anyone take them away from me.  That was a promise and a threat.

But first, I had to find the Harp.
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“WHEN THE WINTER WINDS blow and the Yule fires are lit, it is best to stay indoors, safely shut away from the dark paths and wild heaths.  Those who wander out by themselves during the Yule-nights may hear a sudden rustling through the tops of the trees—a rustling that might be the wind, though the rest of the wood is still.

“But then the barking of dogs fills the air, and the host of wild souls sweeps down, fire flashing from the eyes of the black hounds and the hooves of the black horses.”  Kveldulf Hagen Gundarsson

The wild hunt.  It’s meaning had evolved greatly over the years.

Originally, the hunt passed through the forest on the coldest day of the year.  It began as a hunt led by a God or Godess and signified a change in seasons.  A majority of the early versions mention Odin as the leader of the hunt, which was more of a celebration that marked the end of winter and the beginning of spring.

Another early version featured Odin assuming his role as the Norse God of Wind.  He streaked through the sky on his eight-legged steed, Sleipnir.  Odin and the ghosts of the dead would kick up tremendous wind bursts, accompanied by thunder and lightning.  The citizens could also hear pounding hooves and barking dogs coming from the sky.  This version was believed to be the precursor of pestilence, war and death.  

Another version had the hunt racing through towns and villages sweeping up unsuspecting citizens and carrying them miles away from their homes.  

Over the years, the mythology of the hunt had changed to suit the geographical region and time period.  In the middle ages, the lead huntsman was often King Arthur.  Unfortunately, it had since become a generic term for a predatory hunt of any kind.  The modern version slightly resembled animal hunting in that the targets weren’t predetermined.  The wild hunt was carried out randomly.  Usually, just for sadistic pleasure.

Dweezil—Bruceras’s top assistant—popped into our cave.  

“Greetings.”  He nodded to each of us.  “I’ve been sent to inform both of you about the wild hunt you will be attending.  You leave in two days.  It’s an opportunity to prove your worth to the Red Cavern.”

Dweezil was a cambion.  His mother was a succubus and his father a human.  It gave me hope that I had a chance to appeal to his human side.  He was Bruceras’s right hand man.  He acted more like a squire, but he had access to the two items I was searching for.

He looked like a human, but a hideously haggard human.  His skinny face and aquiline nose were covered in warts and his gaunt cheeks sported random tufts of dark hair.  It was as if he was awful at shaving.  His greasy dark hair hung over half his face and he had to keep up with it, occasionally swiping it behind his ear.

He had big ears and crooked buckteeth, which led me to believe he wasn’t a hit with the ladies.  But then again, this was a demon underworld.  Who knew what passed for good looking down here?  The devil’s assistant appeared to be a smidge over six-feet tall.

He appeared young, but then again, so did I most of the time.  He was wearing a black outfit that resembled karate gear.  A white belt cinched around his waist held the jacket securely around his big frame.

“How does the hunt work?” Cheryl asked.

Dweezil’s dark eyes widened and he explained, “Simple, really.  Your chaperone will find a hunting ground for you and set you loose.  Your goal is to kill as many humans as you can and bring them back to the chaperone.  Whoever bags the most wins the prize.”

Cheryl asked, “What’s the prize?”

“It’s a secret.”  He placed his calloused index finger over his thin lips and arched an eyebrow.

“What kind of people are we trying to kill?” I asked.

“Humans.  Old men, pregnant women, babies,” he said, and the firelight reflected off his glossy eyes, creating a sinister look.  “That’s who I’d recommend.  They don’t get away so easy.  Be ready to leave at any time.”

He nodded and turned for the exit.  The devil’s assistant stuffed himself into the passageway, his body snaking upward until the soles of his worn sandals disappeared from the flickering torchlight.  

I couldn’t sound weak in front of Cheryl.  From the look in her eyes, she didn’t want to go on a wild hunt either.  

I tried to gauge her.  “Well, that’s interesting.”

“Yeah,” her voice squeaked.  “Time to get revenge for all those people who fucked us over.”

“I’m with you on that,” I agreed with her, but we weren’t killing our old enemies.  “What about cops and stuff like that?”

“I never thought about that,” she said and twisted a few locks of hair with shaky fingers.  “Dweezil sounded like all that was already taken care of.”

“That’s my only concern.”  I contemplated the situation.  “Are they setting up humans to take the heat off what they are really up to in Pittsburgh?”

“I don’t want to go to jail,” she said, shaking her head.  “I can tell you that.”

“Me too.  And if they catch us on a hunt, we’ll be going away for the rest of our lives.”

“But if we don’t do it, they’ll probably kick us out of here.”  She grabbed her apron from a pile of clothes.  “We need to talk to some people today in the kitchen and find out the details on these things.”

This put me in a tight spot.  If I was forced to go on the wild hunt, I couldn’t kill innocent humans.  And if I didn’t kill, the demons wouldn’t trust me.  I would have to run from the hunt and escape.  Then I could call in my favor from Zeus and take the Harp by force.

I didn’t want to flush all this work down the proverbial toilet though.  If I could get into the Gallery where they stored the Harp, I could avoid the hunt altogether.  Looked like I had some detective work to do.
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“WHERE IS THE GLOVE?” a deep voice boomed, echoing off the underground walls.  I knew that voice. 

I’d left the kitchen to go to the bathroom.  As I walked down the hallway near Bruceras’s office, I heard murmuring.  I moved closer and noticed that the walkway widened.  Off to my left, I saw a big stone statue of Bruceras.  I tucked my body in between the statue and the wall and eavesdropped.

Bruceras spoke without emotion, “What are you talking about?  It’s in the Gallery.”

“I came straight from the Gallery.  I can tell you it isn’t there,” said Merlin.

That son of a bitch.  That double-dipping son of a bitch.  Lecturing me, motherfooker.

I shook my head in disgust, and Bruceras said, “Let me page Dweezil and see if he knows.  I wasn’t aware someone had taken it out.”

Whoa!  Losing track of the Devil’s Glove was a big honking deal.  I hated to agree with Merlin, but how could Bruceras not know if someone took the Glove out?

“You’d better find it,” Merlin screeched.  “I need it.  We had a deal, remember.  I keep the council from harassing the Red Cavern and you let me use the enchanted items from the Gallery.  I’ve held up my end of the bargain.  Now I want the Glove.”

“Relax,” Bruceras said calmly.  “I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.  What do you need the Glove for?”

“The only way to kill bad blood is with the baddest blood of them all,” Merlin uttered ominously.

“What are you talking about, you insane wizard?” Bruceras asked.  The fire was noticeably absent in Bruceras’s words.  He’d apparently lost his passion for the Red Cavern.

“I’m taking out Junipher.”  Merlin paused.  “Once and for all,” he stated dramatically.

“Still obsessed with that?” Bruceras spoke through a slight chuckle.  “Look at you.  You’re basically foaming at the mouth.”

“When Brighid and I formed the magic council, we made a hit list,” Merlin hissed, his words dripping in venom.  “I’ve crossed out every name on that list except for one.  I’m done playing games.  I want the Glove to finally kill that bitch.”

So my mother and Merlin came after me and left the Red Cavern to do as they wished.  Perhaps my mother still had feelings for her ex-husband, Bres.

“You’re not worried about going mad?” Bruceras asked.  “Although you already look like you’re halfway there.  You should be careful.  You know what happens to those who choose to wear the Glove.”

“I don’t care anymore.  I welcome the madness.  Besides, we wouldn’t have to deal with any of this if you’d put on the Glove at Machu Picchu,” Merlin chastised the devil.  

After all his high and mighty talk at the Lair of Justice about how he fought against dark magic, I couldn’t believe my ears.  

“If I’d put on that Glove, I wouldn’t be standing here right now,” Bruceras revealed.  “And you know that.  Think about the track record of its users.  I thought Balor could handle it.”

“Well he couldn’t,” Merlin said, growing increasingly agitated.  “It only proved that that bitch is a serious threat and the prophecy may be true.”

Prophecy?

I knew it.  That was why my mother and Merlin had formed the Supreme Magic Council right after Machu Picchu.  It was an excuse to kill me legally.  All because I’d made a little joke at Merlin’s expense in front of the Gods.  My mother hadn’t needed a reason.  She’d hated me my entire life.  I still didn’t know why. 

It sounded like I was driving them crazy.  Good.  After their shenanigans with the death cards, it all made perfect sense.  I was that fly that landed on Merlin’s nose, and when he went to smash me, I flew away laughing while blood poured from his nostrils.

If Merlin got the Glove, he could kill me easily.  The Devil’s Glove was made from the flesh of the original Devil and had dark blood running through it.  

In the beginning, there was one God and one Devil.  They both started families and little scuffles started to break out, Hatfield and McCoy style.  A small disagreement had morphed into a bloody war until God drove the Devil and his following underground.  

The Original God or O.G. knew that the Devil would try to attack again.  The O.G. had gone to Mount Olympus first, and found a proper mate to create Kronos.  

Then, the O.G. had traveled the world and found worthy mates to create all the other pantheons we know today.  He’d created superpowered beings imbued with magic to walk among the humans and protect his greatest creation.  Having the civilizations spread out meant that he could defend the entire earth’s surface against the Devil.  

As for the Devil, he had consumed some poison accidentally, and as he lay on his death bed, he had given his sons directions.  He had told them to use his burgundy skin to design a Glove they could wear in battle.  Whoever wore the Glove and chanted the Devil’s Words became invincible, impervious to magic attacks.

I didn’t know the Devil’s Words, but I had a solid hunch that crusty fook known as Merlin did.  If he obtained the Glove and found me, my life would be over in an instant.  

A different voice called out, “You called, my lord and savior.”  

Bruceras replied, “Dweezil, do you know of anyone who has taken the Glove out?”

“You don’t know if someone has taken it out?” Merlin snapped.  “What kind of operation are you running?”

“Silence, old man,” Bruceras screamed.  “Let me take care of this issue.”

“I don’t believe anyone has taken it out, my lord,” Dweezil said weekly.  “I believe it should be in its place.  You want I should look?”

“Yes,” Bruceras said.

“No,” Merlin objected, “Stop.  Bruceras, I was just in there.  It isn’t there.  You must keep that area clear and find out who has the Glove.  Why don’t you have the Gallery under control?”

“We do have the Gallery under control.”  Bruceras paused, seemingly choking down his anger.  “Only the thirteen and our assistants can get in there.  And everyone is accounted for.  For good measure, why don’t you make some calls and see if any of the thirteen knows about this?”

Dweezil responded, “Yes, my lord.”  A pair of feet shuffled across the stone floor.

Merlin said, “I don’t have to be a member of the thirteen to tell you how bad this is.  If it fell into the wrong hands, it could be a disaster.”

“They still have to cast the spell,” Bruceras reminded him.  “Unless you’ve been blabbing away to your stupid God friends, we should be fine.”

“Should be?” Merlin asked, flabbergasted.  “How can you be so relaxed?  You’d better start an investigation immediately.”

“Wait until Dweezil gets back before you lose your mind.  I don’t whip myself into a frenzy until I know there’s a problem,” Bruceras said.

Merlin and Bruceras bickered for a few minutes, when a breathless Dweezil returned.

Huffing and puffing, he said, “Sir.  My lord.  No one seems to know why the Glove isn’t in the Gallery.  Several threatened me with physical violence, I should say.  Happy, they are not, my lord.”

“Stop looking at me with that stupid smirk, wizard.  Are you happy about this?” Bruceras asked.

“Not at all,” said Merlin.  I could hear the smugness attached to his words.  The wizard continued, “I was sounding the alarm while you were ignoring it.”

“My lord.  Sorry to interrupt.  But how should you like us to proceed?” Dweezil asked.

“Get the investigators up here,” Bruceras instructed.  “Gather fingerprints and any evidence they can from the Gallery.  I want to know who has my Glove.”

Merlin mocked the devil, “I thought you had a protection spell set on the Glove, Bruceras.”

“There should have been one set,” Bruceras admitted.

A short paused ensued.  

“If you can’t say that without absolute certainty, then we are already lost,” said an incredulous Merlin.  “Anyone could have it.”

“I’ll get to the bottom of this immediately and the Glove will be back in no time,” Bruceras said, but I could hear the concern in his voice.  “Why don’t you just take another one of our enchanted items?”

“Because I need the most powerful one, you fool,” Merlin exploded.  “I want to be done with this bitch.  Just when I start to forget about her, Brighid starts nagging me about it again.”

I’d always wondered if Merlin and my mother had an amorous relationship.  I knew Merlin was in love with her and would jump at the chance.  I also knew my mother was a vindictive she-bitch who would use his feelings to manipulate the ancient wizard.  

Merlin said, “I’ll be back in five days.  If the glove isn’t here, it will be open season on the Red Cavern.  From all councils.  From all pantheons.”

“Don’t start a war you cannot win, wizard,” Bruceras warned him.

“I have the backing of seven pantheons behind me,” Merlin roared.  “Look around here at this mom and pop operation.  All these years and this is what you have to show.  Your only worth was in that Gallery.  Besides, I could tell them all how to get here tomorrow.  Your threats mean nothing.  I’m the one doing you a favor.  Never forget that.”

“Are you saying I shouldn’t let you leave alive?” Bruceras asked.

“Don’t be a fool,” Merlin countered, but I heard a touch of worry in his voice.

Bruceras said, “I’m not.  Nobody knows you’re here.  I’m being very generous, wizard.  I cannot give you what I don’t have.  You’ve been chasing that bitch for over a century.  Five days, the Glove will be back.”

“It best be,” Merlin screeched.  “We are in this situation because of your failures.  Not wearing the glove at Machu Picchu.  Then, after we told you about Junipher, you couldn’t even kill her.  You and your stupid lava attack.  Find the Glove, Bres.”

Angry footsteps hustled away as the wizard muttered to himself under his breath.  So my mother and Merlin were behind the lava bath.  I should have known.  My mother had known I was here.  She’d told Merlin, who had relayed the message to Bres.  Who else could it have been?  That still didn’t excuse Bres from ordering the attempt. 

Skittering footsteps drew near, and an out-of-breath Dweezil said, “My lord, I’ve alerted the investigators.  They are gathering supplies now and will inspect the Gallery soon.”

“Good.  Damn that Merlin.  He’s lucky I didn’t kill him on the spot.  You know that, Dweezil?” Bruceras asked rhetorically.

“I hate to sound stupid, and I would never question your judgment, but why did you allow him to leave, my lord?” Dweezil questioned.

Bruceras sighed.  “As much as I hate to admit it, he does protect us.  If the Gods appointed a new leader to the Supreme Magic Council, we would fall under heavy scrutiny as their main targets.  I hate to put up with that curmudgeony wizard, but he does serve a valuable purpose.”

There went any opportunity I had to get into the Gallery and snag the Harp.  Now the room would be swarming with demons for days.  It meant my trip had been extended and that I’d have to go through with the wild hunt.

Fook me.  This put the entire mission in jeopardy.  What kind of excuse could I use to get out of the wild hunt?  

I went to leave but my limbs failed me.  I sank down behind the statue, my back scraping against the stone wall.  I landed on my ass.  The weight of everything caused my body to panic, sending fear through me and paralyzing my movement.  

My breathing and heartbeat raced, sending a thrumming sensation through my chest.  Oh, no.  I felt it coming on as everything slowed down and my vision swirled.

There was a loud knock at the door.  The sound shocked me awake.  I was sitting in the interrogation room in my mind.  As I went to jump up, malleable metal constraints curved over my wrists on both armrests, then it hardened into unbreakable steel, locking me to the silver chair.

The bright light above hurt my eyes.  The spirit entered the tiny room that comprised my chair, three walls and a fourth wall that doubled as a chalkboard.  As soon as the door closed, the wide movie screen lowered from the ceiling in front of me.

Agramon was in his dark snakeman form with the extra spider legs stemming from his sides.  He approached and leaned in close, his fuzzy spider appendage rubbing against my neck.  I gagged and the hair on the back of my neck stood at attention.

“Long time no see,” he whispered in husky tones, “Let’s not do that again.  I missed you.”  He backed away and laughed, but it came out more like a grunt.

“I haven’t missed you.”

“That saddens me to the depths of my heart.”  His forked tongue poked through his long mouth, a sign he was enjoying himself, the bastard.  “I know you came here to watch the greatest hits.”

The crackle of empty sound filled the room and my stomach rolled.  No.  Not again.  Why did this keep happening?

I tried to look away but the muscles in my neck wouldn’t allow it.  Something had a hold of me, forcing me to watch these hideous films.  A beam of projected light sprang from behind me, widening as it traveled to the white screen.

There he was in all his magnificence.  My one.  My only.  My Darabond.  Dressed in his white enameled battle gear, his sword dangling by his side, occupying the bronze scabbard that scraped the summer grass beneath his black boots.  

His shaggy blond locks ruffled in the uneven wind.  He stared at me, his blue eyes burning a hole in my soul.  Tears rushed to my eyes.  Then, he smiled.  But he wasn’t smiling at me.  Standing next to his wife, he leaned down and hugged two children, a boy and a girl.

As the silent film went on breaking my heart into pieces, Agramon spoke, “Sure looks happy.  I can’t recall, did you two have children together?”

“You son of a bitch.  Stop this right now.”

“Oh, I think we both know you can end this any time you want,” he stressed every syllable.  “But you don’t.  You need me.  You want me.”

“How do I get rid of you?” I asked plainly.

He laughed.  “Oh, why would a stupid demon know something like that?”

“Just tell me already.”

“Would you like to make another deal?” he asked, for what must have been the thousandth time.

“How many times do I have to tell you no?” I asked rhetorically.  “I’m not falling further into this rabbit hole.  I’m already in way too deep.”

“Then you haven’t much to lose.”  He stood in front of the screen and leaned closer to my face.  “It should appear to me.”

“No way.”  I tried to look away, but couldn’t.

“You haven’t even heard my offer.”  He backed away and softened his tone, “Only a fool would reject something without hearing a proposal.”

“Let’s hear it, then.”  I pretty much knew what he was about to ask.

“You’ve allowed me residence in your mind.  A scary place, I must say.”  He paced in front of me.  “I could lighten your burden if you know of anyone else who will grant me space.  Someone who scares easier than you.”

“Forget it,” I said immediately.  “I wouldn’t wish this on anyone.  Not even my enemies.”

“As you wish.  Shall we continue,” he said and gestured with his spider legs toward the screen.

Agramon stepped aside and the screen faded to black as tears streamed down my cheeks.  I was helpless to wipe them away.  Bruceras appeared on the screen with his back turned. 

Bruceras said, “Is she dead?”

“Yes, my lord,” a voice sounded from behind the hulking devil.  “If anyone was in that room, it’s taken care of.  We couldn’t risk saving the children.  The woman and both children are now dead.  Vlad said he will assign a team to clean it up.”

“Good, good.  My hands are clean of the matter,” Bruceras said and laughed.  His cohort joined in.  But it felt like the Gods were laughing at me.  The Celtic Gods specifically.

The sound from the movie lowered until it was silent, and Agramon said, “You couldn’t bear child to your first husband.  Yet you had two babies with a devil.  And then they died because of you.”

“It wasn’t my fault,” I said, trying to justify my actions.

“You couldn’t keep your children safe.  That is all a mother is tasked.”

“No,” I yelled.  “I don’t like this anymore.  Get out of my head.”

I gasped for air as my eyes shot open and a dim underworld came into focus.  My head tingled and I felt like I’d just woken up from a long nap.  As I gathered my thoughts, I realized I was sitting behind the statue outside Bruceras’s office.

My heart was still racing and Agramon’s words were still bouncing around my head.  He’d reminded me of my two biggest fears.  That my husband had found a new family and left me behind and that I was responsible for the my children’s deaths.  I couldn’t get over either of them.

I mopped the pool of sweat from my forehead with my sleeve and dabbed around my eyes.  I rose slowly, and with my feet back under me, I darted for the kitchen hoping no one would see me.
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A DEVIL’S ASSISTANT whose name I couldn’t remember popped into the kitchen.  He walked right up to Cheryl and me.  He pointed at us, his fat finger bouncing back and forth, and said, “You two have been requested at Bruceras’s office.  Follow me.”

I gulped down the lump in my throat.  This wasn’t a good sign.  I turned to Cheryl, who had terror running through her eyes.  Maybe she wasn’t stupid.  Had they found out who I was?  Impossible, unless one of the Celtic Gods had sold me out.

Then it hit me like a runaway train with no brakes.  It probably wasn’t a God who’d sold me out, but a Goddess.  My fookin’ mother.  She’d already sold me out once.  Why not again?  The most likely scenario was that she’d told Merlin, and her little assistant had relayed the message to Bruceras. 

From there, it would be a short step to figuring out which of the new recruits was me.  I was trapped.  If I ran, I wouldn’t be able to escape.  There were too many demons around.  Even if I busted out some serious magic, the sheer number would be too vast to overcome.

That wasn’t even taking into consideration what would happen if the Chieftains or devils got involved.  I felt like I was on a death march.  About to die twice in this wretched underworld.  If I’d known it was my mother and Merlin behind the lava bath, I wouldn’t have embarked on this journey.

Had the Dagda set me up to get rid of me?  Even if he hadn’t told Frigid, she could have heard through the grapevine.  I’d tried to keep it a secret for this exact reason.  Panic set in, screaming at my legs to turn around and run.  It wanted me to do anything but go into that office.

But for some reason, I kept moving, putting one foot in front of the other until we reached the open door of Bruceras’s office.  With my heart rattling around my chest, I noticed the devil wasn’t present.  Instead, Dweezil stood next to Bruceras’s desk.

I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not.  Could be a trap of some sort.  One never knew with these crafty demons.  

Cheryl and I walked into the office, which had a small desk and a wooden wheel chandelier holding rustic lanterns above my head.  The stone walls were undecorated, making it one of the least impressive offices of a high-ranking official I’d ever seen. 

Dweezil nodded to us, then looked over a little scrap of paper in his hand.  Beads of sweat came to the surface of my flesh.

Dweezil pursed his lips and squinted.  “You’ve been called in so I can inform you that the hunt has been postponed.  An issue has arisen that takes precedence over the hunt.”

A giant figure emerged through the doorframe.  Huffing and puffing, Bruceras stared at Dweezil, and announced, “We’ve found the culprit.”  He gazed at me.  “We will be putting the offender to death.”  

He turned back to Dweezil.  “Now we just have to figure out where that boy went.  But first, we’ve been betrayed by one of our own.  We must take care of that first.”

Bruceras spun around and hustled out of the room with Dweezil on his tail.  The assistant stopped at the last second and turned to Cheryl and me.

Using both hands, he pointed at each of us.  “Forget everything you just heard.  That wasn’t for your ears.  You can return to your duties now.”

As we walked back to the kitchen, I tried to put together what had just happened.  The hunt had been canceled, which was great.  I didn’t have to kill innocent people now.  

It had sounded like the investigators had figured out who had taken the glove.  I didn’t understand what Bruceras had meant about the boy.  From what I’d gathered, one of the demons had taken the glove and given it to some boy.  But why?

Had the demon been trying to hide the glove by giving it to a young boy whom no one would suspect?  The more I thought about it, the more I realized I didn’t know exactly what had happened.  I knew Bruceras had seemed awfully excited about the situation and understood why.

If he couldn’t deliver the glove to Merlin, it would be open season on the demons.  The Supreme Magic Council could force the demons to stay underground.  As I thought about the council, it dawned on me why they hadn’t made Pittsburgh a regulated territory.

Merlin was allowing the Red Cavern to run shenanigans in Pittsburgh with impunity.  That was why the Red Cavern had such a strong presence in my city.  The Celtic Gods wouldn’t have needed Mike Merlino to protect the city if the magic council guarded Pittsburgh.  What a fooked up system.  My head was spinning just thinking about all the machinations involved.

The bottom line was that I was even further away from obtaining the Dagda’s Harp than when I’d entered this underworld.  With all the intrigue going on here, I couldn’t lose focus of my real mission.  The citizens of Pittsburgh were suffering, and I needed to end it.

First, I wanted to figure out what Bruceras had been talking about.  It appeared that I had some more snooping to do.

About two hours later, one of Bruceras’s underlings rushed into the kitchen.  He rounded up some of the new recruits including Cheryl and me.

The assistant led us down a dim hallway.  I heard incoherent screaming in the distance echoing off the walls.  Everything had an ominous feel to it around here.  A flickering light ahead beckoned us even as the off-putting smell of death and decay grew heavier by the footstep.

A biblical passage from Ecclesiastes jumped into my head.  “Or ever the silver cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken, or the pitcher be broken at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern.  Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it.”

Why had that just popped into my head?  We rounded a bend and the light became stronger.  My knees turned to Jell-O when I realized we were headed for the hanging room.  Someone was about to die.  Was I about to die?  
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THE ASSISTANT MOVED off to the side and gestured for us to enter the room.  With great hesitation, I walked through the opening with no door and my eyes widened at the sight before me.

The demons had one of the devils surrounded, and they were trying to put a noose around his neck.  Vlad the Impaler thrashed around, screaming and yelling his innocence.  The puzzle was starting to take form.

Vlad the Impaler was a short man with a wide frame.  His short, dark hair came to a sharp point at his pronounced widow’s peak.  He had big ears, a big nose and his skin was deathly white with long tracks of blue veins running down his arms.  

My snooping hadn’t yielded any results, but this picture in front of me told me everything.  If my theory was correct, Vlad had given the Devil’s Glove to some young boy to hide from the demons.  But why?  As a devil, he knew the great importance of the glove.  Did he think it was too powerful for the demons?

From his words, he hadn’t done it.  And from the actions of the others, no one believed his denials.

I peered around the room and the aged blood stains on the walls and floor captured my eyes.  Apparently, this room wasn’t just for hangings.

Bruceras entered the room.  He ripped off his duster and handed it to one of his assistants.

“Bres, get these scoundrels off me,” Vlad screamed.  “Now.”

Bruceras crossed his arms over his gigantic chest, creating a stance of judgment.  “Brother.  We know the truth.  We know you allowed that little demon into the Gallery.”

“I did nothing of the sort.  This is a set up.”  Vlad jerked his arms around wildly, but the demons had a firm grip on him.

Bruceras walked up to him and got down on one knee, letting out a little grunt as his body settled.  “We trusted you with our lives.  And you betrayed us.  You betrayed every demon who pledged their lives to the cause.  You betrayed your fellow devils.  Your brothers.  For what?”

Vlad glanced around the room, his glossy eyes appeared to be taking stock of the situation.  “Someone is lying to you.”

Bruceras inclined his head to meet Vlad’s glowering eyes.  “I’m looking at the man lying to me.  And it saddens me greatly.  Why did you do it?”  

I could hear the sadness in his inflections.  He really had taken this personally.

“You need to stop this,” Vlad screamed as a demon wrenched his arm behind his back.  In a calmer tone, he said, “We need a fair trial so I can explain myself.”

“Explain yourself,” Bruceras indulged him, shifting his weight around as he was clearly uncomfortable kneeling.

“Montidore.  He’s been trying to eliminate me for years.  I’ll bet he’s behind all this.  Bring him in here,” he cried out, his words reverberating off the cave walls.

Bruceras covered his face with his palm and lowered his head.  “Poor explanation.  And it doesn’t account for the missing glove.”

“Going by your story, the kid has had the glove for weeks and no one noticed it was missing.  Is that possible?” Vlad hissed, his words drenched in venom.

The demons secured Vlad’s hands behind his back and tightened the noose around his neck.  Then they threw the loose rope over a pipe hanging just below the ceiling.  Vlad thrashed around until the demons pulled the rope and it tightened around the devil’s throat.

Vlad the Impaler had barely escaped Wallachia with his life and had run from angry mobs before, but he knew resistance would only result in hanging himself.  So he stood still as the demons smiled at each other.

I strained my eyes to see something behind Vlad.  As I zeroed in on it, I realized it was several fresh dead bodies.  Apparently, dead at the hands of Vlad.  The apprehension had cost them.

Why was I here?  If they were going to kill a devil, they would have no problem following it up with a few humans.  A rotten feeling fell to the pit of my stomach as Bruceras rose slowly to his feet.  

Bruceras looked around at the small collection of demons and humans.  I inched closer to Cheryl and prepared for the worst.

Bruceras paced in front of Vlad and orated, “No one is immune to punishment in the Red Cavern.  Vlad of Wallachia.  You’ve been credibly accused of crimes against your fellow demon folk.  We all took an oath, and brother, you broke that oath.”

“I didn’t break anything,” Vlad growled.

Bruceras wheeled around and uncorked a straight right fist that landed right below Vlad’s left eye.  Vlad smiled in response as Bruceras turned back to the group.  “I’ve gathered you all here to see what happens when someone breaks their oath to the Red Cavern.  It’s important to remember that we all serve a greater cause than ourselves.  We are all working toward the same goal.  And when we achieve that, we will all be equal.

“But we can worry about that later.  Right now, we have a problem to take care of.”  Bruceras pointed at Vlad as he spoke, “Vlad of Wallachia has weakened our cause.  His actions fly in the face of everything we stand for.”

Did this guy have a point?  I felt like he was just saying the same things over and over, trying to be dramatic.

“Vlad of Wallachia.  You’ve been found guilty of breaking your oath by not protecting the Gallery.  Either by malevolence or woeful ignorance, you allowed the Devil’s Glove to go missing.  A broken oath carries only one punishment.  Hang him high,” Bruceras ordered.

His minions sprang into action and it looked like a furious game of tug-of-war with the demons yanking on the thick rope, pulling it over the pipe.  The four men pulled feverishly and within a few seconds, Vlad’s feet lifted into the air.

As Vlad the Impaler gagged and quaked in short tremors, I remembered he was Jonathan’s father.  How would I explain this to him?  With Vlad being an immortal, I wasn’t sure that a hanging would kill him permanently.

The men held the rope firmly and Vlad’s wide body swung from side to side, rotating as it went.  As he spun around, it appeared that he was close to breaking out of the rope around his wrists.  But after a few more turns, his hands went limp and his body went completely still.

The demons let go of the rope and Vlad crashed to the ground.  Bruceras nodded to the demons and they ran out of the room.  Bruceras stood in front of Vlad’s crumpled body facing the silent group.

“We have witnessed a cleansing of our order.  Although it is a difficult choice, choosing to ignore the problem is detrimental.  When we start a journey...”

Vlad’s body straightened and his head sprang forward.  His mouth snapped at the back of Bruceras’s leg, who screamed out in pain.  Bruceras ripped his leg away, exposing Vlad’s head, alive again, smiling with bloody lips.  I knew they hadn’t killed the vampire.

Bruceras kicked Vlad in the head a few times and his demon soldiers rushed through the door with lava swords.  The full-length blades had lava coursing through them, yet held a fine edge perfect for precise slicing.  The sight of lava made me a bit lightheaded and I grabbed onto Cheryl’s arm for support.

One demon ripped a stroke through Vlad’s right leg, removing the limb right above the knee.  A shower of blood trailed the follow-through of the glowing blade and fountained up from the injury.

Tears sprang from their ducts and I wasn’t sure why.  I hadn’t known Vlad personally, but perhaps his association with Jonathan was giving me the feels.  Or maybe I was sick of watching innocent people die.  

Bruceras approached me, an angry scowl developing on his face.  “Crying?  Why would you be crying?”

Oh shit.  What could I pull out of my ass here?  “My lord, I took an oath to serve the 13.  I guess I’m torn on one of them dying.”

“You took an oath and you’ve lived up to your end.  Vlad did not.  He got what he deserved, just as you will if you decide to travel the same road as he.  Now stop the sniveling or you will be next.”

Those words gave me the motivation I needed to stuff down the emotion.

“Chop this disgrace to pieces,” Bruceras commanded.  “Then shovel his sorry remains into buckets and take him to the dump.  Make sure the contents are well spread out.  I’ll be inspecting it myself,” he said, raising an eyebrow to enforce his point.

The devil looked at the group.  “You are dismissed.  Actually, we need a few to stay and carry.  You, you...”  Bruceras kept pointing at people and said, “You, you, you.”  He gestured at me and then at Cheryl.  “You and you.  That should be enough.  Get the flat shovels to clean up this mess.”
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THE SWORD-WIELDING demons continued to chop Vlad’s body into little bits, their glowing blades slicing through bone like soft butter.  I could feel the warm breeze as the blades whooshed through the air, chopping into tiny bits the remnants of what was once Vlad the Impaler of Wallachia.

Telling Jonathan his father had been hung was one thing.  But I wasn’t going to tell him about the unnecessary sashimi-style treatment he had received afterward.  The first part would be hard enough.

A few demon helpers ran into the room and handed out flat head shovels to everyone.  Staring at the grotesque mess on the floor, the shovel landed in my hand.  I grabbed it from the assistant as my stomach spiraled in discomfort.  The helpers returned with buckets.

Scraping along the stone floor, I scooped the soupy remains of Vlad the Impaler into a white bucket.  The metallic funk in the room pasted itself to the back of my tongue.  No matter how many times I swallowed, the nasty taste persisted.  

We each filled up most of our respective buckets and I thought the nightmare was finally over.  

“Now you need to take the buckets to the dump.  You and you.”  He pointed to Cheryl and me.  “You will take the far route and make sure the remains are spread over a safe distance.  No less than twenty yards.  Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, and Cheryl repeated my words.  

Each of us carried the buckets through the dim tunnel hallways.  The bodily sludge shifted back and forth as my arm swung from walking.  Then a rancid stench hit my nostrils and I stopped in my tracks.  I put down the bucket of Vlad’s remains.  I was at the back of the line, so I took a few seconds and calmed my stomach down.

I hooked my hand through the carrying handle and hustled to catch up to the rest of the group.  As we neared the dump, the fetid funk intensified and I felt a strange energy in the air.  The hot, heavy air made breathing difficult.  A tiny shaft of light appeared ahead.

The group went into the bright opening and I followed them through.  We stood on the lip of the dump, which was a huge craterous hole that consisted mostly of bodily waste.  Several pipes for feces-laden urine from the bathrooms led right into the middle of the pool.  High above us, long fluorescent light bulbs illuminated the entire area.

Fighting away the constant urge to puke, I stared down at a steep incline of soft dirt that didn’t look well suited for carrying buckets of chopped up bodily remains.  Then I remembered that Cheryl and I had been instructed to carry our buckets twenty yards past all the others. 

The dirt incline merged into a chunky pond of black liquid spiked with aged feces and stale urine.  The rest of the group started down the hill as Cheryl and I turned to each other.

“Lucky us, huh?”  I tried to lighten the mood.

With wide eyes, she shrugged but didn’t say anything.  I pointed and said, “So I guess we should go down there and walk along the liquid line since we can’t get around there from up here.”

“Yeah.  Would have been nice if there was a track up here.”  She thumbed to where the upper lip of the dump ended.

We headed down the hill, and I slid on the loose ground, almost dumping out the contents of my bucket.  My sliding foot finally caught firm ground and I came to a halt.  As I readjusted myself, the rest of the group had already dumped their buckets and were scurrying back up the little hill.

Cheryl and I continued trudging down and stopped about three feet from the sludge line.  The ground was still tilted and moist, so carrying a heavy bucket with the constant urge to throw up would be a major task right now.

I peered up the hill.  The rest of the group disappeared into the tunnel, leaving us alone in one of the most disgusting areas I’d ever been in.  This business could take you to some pretty gross places, but basically being in the bowel of the demons was the worst.

We walked in silence.  There weren’t many words that would make this situation any better.  Something silver caught my eye and I turned toward it.  It stood out in the murky liquid, and as I looked closer, there were silver strands leading up to my bucket.

The strands yanked on the bucket, not allowing me to move forward.  I tried to fight against it.  I took a step and my right ankle buckled.  I listed to the right and knocked into Cheryl.  As I fell, I let go of the bucket and so did Cheryl.  My knees hit the moist soil first and Cheryl fell onto her side.

Our two buckets collided and crashed down, the contents of Vlad the Impaler leaking into the nasty sludge.  We both looked at each other, eyes wide and full of fear.  My heart thumped as I gazed around the waste dump and didn’t see anyone.  

Then I peered into the water.  Just below the surface, there seemed to be a silver snake, lurking and waiting to strike.  Bubbles formed on the surface.  Something was breathing under there.

My mind drifted to Romanian vampires.  The Varacolaci were the most powerful of the undead.  And Vlad the Impaler was the strongest among them.  Apparently, you could chop them to pieces and still not sever their silver cord that connected the physical body to the higher or astral being.  My heart pumped as I realized that wasn’t a snake under the nasty liquid.

Cheryl said, “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”  

She scared the shit out of me.

I nodded and grabbed the empty bucket.  We trekked along the incline with dirt pouring into my shoes.  My mind raced, wondering if they had surveillance cameras set up in the room.  It didn’t make sense to keep watch on a dump, but who knew with the demons.

Cheryl made it to the top first and I was right on her heels.  Then my foot slipped, and my body slid backward.  The more I tried to stop the momentum, the worse it got until I stood on the bank of the funky body of liquid again.  As I clawed my way up the hill again, I couldn’t see Cheryl anywhere.  I surmised that she’d assumed I was behind her and kept moving.

A loud grumbling behind me stole my attention and I slid down again.  I turned over my shoulder and the swirling remains of Vlad the Impaler raced through the waste to reunite.  His silver cord came up out of the water.  It looked like Christmas garland, and in some thin spots, it resembled loose tinsel.  The silver cord gathered the pieces of the physical body and started to organize them in a pile.

The contents of the two buckets Cheryl and I had dumped raced through the sludge and jumped up on the silver cord.  The bits and pieces sped along the cord and started to fuse with the rest of the remains.  The chopped-up pieces of his body morphed together.  As the process went on, his silver cord became a thick, uniform cylinder. 
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THE REASSEMBLY HAPPENED randomly as his physical body began to take shape.  Bones and muscle tissue formed in his arms and legs like a puzzle was being put together.  Then a flash of pale light meshed everything together seamlessly, but it left Vlad with awful scarring from head to toe.

I turned and went to run up the hill.  “Hug the ground or Dante will kill you.”  The raspy, dead-sounding voice stopped me in my tracks.

I fell forward, my chest and face hitting the soft dirt.  As I hugged the ground, I peered over my shoulder, and Vlad sat up with his arms folded in an “X” over his chest, his hands clutching his shoulders.  “Not now.  When the time is right.”

What the fook was going on here?  Enough hugging the ground.  It was time for evacuation.  Using my hands and feet, I bear-crawled up the hill and pulled myself over the top.  Everything in my head told me to run for the tunnel and get the hell out of there.  But I wanted one last peek.

I spun around and stared at the area in which Vlad had just been sitting.  It was nothing but a black ripple of shit and piss.  I scoped out the entire area searching for the risen devil.  Where the fook had he gone?  This was beyond freaky.

Then it hit me.  The Varacolaci were rumored to travel on an astral thread.  Vlad could have used it to teleport out of the Red Cavern.  He could travel in between the worlds of the living and dead until he reached an anchor point.  I didn’t have a clue where Vlad’s anchor point would be.  On further thought, maybe I didn’t want to know.

“What are you doing?” someone asked from behind me. 

My heart almost exploded as I jumped in fear.  I whirled around, eye to eye with Cheryl.  “Nothing.  I fell down the hill.”

“You ready to go back?” she asked, gesturing with her head at the exit.

“More than ready,” I mumbled, and we plunged into the dark tunnel.

So that was why they’d wanted us to spread his remains out.  Even if we had taken our buckets the distance they had wanted, it wouldn’t have made a difference.  Vlad had seemed determined not to stay dead.  He’d seen me with that bucket.  He could think I was the one responsible for this.

And what was that cryptic message about Dante?  Dante Alighieri?  Who the fook was Dante?  I took stock of all the people I’d met recently and none of them were named Dante.  None of the demons were named Dante.  In fact, I couldn’t remember ever meeting an individual named Dante.

As I dwelled on the name, I wondered what to tell Jonathan about his father.  He’d fallen out of favor with me lately, and he never talked about his father to keep his identity hidden, but he would want to know.  At least, I would want to know.  What would I tell him?  

I still hadn’t processed what the hell had just happened.  How could a silver cord be strong enough to put back together a hacked up physical host?  How had the cord remained invisible until it hit the sludge?

Hug the ground or Dante will kill you.  What the hell did that mean?

As soon as we came out of the tunnel and into a communal area, Dweezil asked, “Everything all right?”

I assumed he was referring to me since I probably looked like I’d just seen a ghost, which in my defense, I had.  “Fine.  That’s just a nasty area.”

“I will not enter a debate with you on that.  You made sure to take those buckets the specified distance, yes?”

“Of course,” I said, and Cheryl repeated it and added a sharp nod.  She probably hadn’t seen anything other than the grotesque foulness in the shit swamp.  The extrasensory vision was a blessing and a curse.  Call me a rookie, but I’d never seen a mutilated body reconfigure and then go poof before.  

Dweezil smiled shyly and turned away.  Then he raised his chin and a serious look came over his face.  “Good.  I need to speak with both of you about something of vast importance.”

The devil’s assistant led us back to our cave room in silence.  My stomach and head were still recovering from what I’d just witnessed.  What had I witnessed?

Dweezil lit the torch ensconced in the wall of our room and the modest dwelling area came into focus.  I wondered what was of vast importance.

Dweezil went to speak, but hesitated.  “You two have been selected for a high honor.  You will be joining Bruceras on a very special mission.  You won’t know the exact manner of the mission until you travel to the location.”

He was beating around the bush, but I knew it was a mission to recover the Devil’s Glove from the boy who had taken it.  However, it didn’t make sense to take two unskilled humans along.

I tried not to sound indignant, and asked, “No offense.  But why us?”

Dweezil turned away and scratched his neck nervously.  “Your skills have been recognized and appreciated.  As I said, it is a high honor.”

Cheryl walked up to Dweezil and the demon could barely contain his smile.  He liked Cheryl.  She looked him in the eye and said, “What are you leaving out?”

The demon blushed, shaking his head rapidly.  

She pressed him, “Is it really a high honor?”

Dweezil tried to remain headstrong, but he seemed powerless around Cheryl.  He hung his head and sighed deeply.  “Perhaps not.”

“What are you leaving out, Dweezil?” I demanded to know.

“Nothing,” he said, turning away.  I could tell he was wrestling with whether to tell us.

“Spill it, Dweezil.  We probably care about you more than Bruceras,” I told him.

Our eyes met, and his went from angry to understanding to defeated in short order.  I could tell my words had pained the demon, but also brought on a realization of something he’d been avoiding.  I imagined I’d had the same look on my face when I’d found out my mother was the one trying to kill me.

At first, the revelation had crushed me, and then it had made perfect sense.  He seemed like he didn’t want to believe it.  Couldn’t blame him.  Neither had I.  

He fought against it and said, “He cares about me.”

“Why are we being sent out on this mission, Dweezil?” Cheryl asked in a soft tone.

He turned and stared at the opening at the top of our cave.  Fifteen seconds passed and he turned back to us.  “If things go south, you two will be used as fodder.  Some chum to distract the sharks.  Bruceras is only taking a small crew.  A powerful crew, but he is clueless as to the size of the opposing force.  So...”

He didn’t need to say anymore.  I understood completely.  “You know it’s only a matter of time until that fodder is you.”

“Never,” he tried to state firmly, but his voice cracked.

“Do you really believe that?  Is Bruceras really going to overtake the Celtic Gods?” I asked.

Tears welled in his glossy eyes.  His world was crashing around him.  “He’s given up,” he blurted.  He closed his eyes and exhaled audibly as if that breath had been trapped inside him for a thousand years.

My eyes widened.  “Say again?”

Dweezil took a few deep breaths and checked out the entrance again to make sure no one was snooping.  As tears rolled down his wart-covered cheeks, he said, “Bruceras knows he will never defeat the Celtic Gods.  Not with the forces of the Red Cavern at least.  His vision, although it has grown beyond all expectations, isn’t in any position to mount a serious challenge.”

“Go on.”

“I shouldn’t be saying any of this, but your words make sense,” he said, defeated.  “I’ve seen the man kill others because of nothing more than a foul mood.  It is only a matter of time until I’m the target of that aggression.”

“What do you really want to do?” I asked, trying to see if I could exploit his dreams.

He sniffled and dabbed the tears from his cheeks with his sleeve.  

“It doesn’t matter now,” he announced in a deep voice.  “I’ve made a choice and I need to see it through.  I’m not running away like that redhead did.”

Redhead?  What redhead was he talking about?  Nervous energy shot through me as I wondered if my hair had changed color.  I scratched my head roughly, trying to pull out a few follicles.  Nonchalantly, I looked in my palm and saw the dark hair.

I breathed a sigh of relief as he continued, “Choices have consequences.  And I’m facing mine now as I’m sure you two are as well.  I don’t want to sour you two on your Red Cavern dream.  I’ve probably already scared you.”

This was a weird situation.  We had just joined a group that we were supposed to support unconditionally.  And I was about to tell this guy to leave if he wasn’t happy.  

I chose my words carefully.  “We don’t scare that easily.  And we don’t give up.  And neither should you.  If you want something, make it happen.  If you want to get out of here, do it.  We’ll help you, in fact.  We got out of the situation we were in because we weren’t happy with it.”

“Your words make sense.”  His head bobbed between Cheryl and me.  “But where would I go?  I know nothing other than my existence in the Red Cavern.”

“That can’t be true,” Cheryl said and patted him on the shoulder consolingly.  “Even if you’ve had thoughts about anything else, you know that you want more.  You don’t have to have a place to stay or even a city picked out.  Just believe in that dream.  Focus on that and take the necessary steps to make it happen.  The details can always be worked out later.”

Dweezil had confirmed my suspicion that the Red Cavern didn’t present a real threat to any of the pantheons.  Bruceras could keep them busy by terrorizing Pittsburgh, but he wasn’t going to invade Clara Spiritus and kill all the Celtic Gods.  Which was his ultimate goal.

This little episode showed that Dweezil had a softer side that we could exploit.  If I could convince him that the people of Pittsburgh didn’t deserve to feel the fury of the Ice Monster, perhaps he would help me find the flute.  I had to walk a fine line considering I was supposed to hate humans. 

But if I could get the flute, I could call on the Morrigan to send a crow to deliver it to her, and then she could use it in Pittsburgh or give it to Mike Merlino to use.  That would help, but it wouldn’t stop the never-ending winter of death.  For that, I still needed to secure the Dagda’s Harp.  An item I had yet to see on this visit.

With the Gallery on permanent lockdown, I still hadn’t figured out the exact plan of attack to secure that item.  And with all this going on, I was being sent into a dangerous mission as a bulletproof vest.  I had to think of a way to get Cheryl and myself out of it.  If it came down to it, I had plenty of magical power to survive against anyone, but she would be helpless.  

Girlfriends.  Friendship.  The Morrigan’s words of warning rang in my head.  I was changing.  My heart was getting softer and warmer, chiseling away the icy exterior.  A few years ago, I would have said, ‘to hell with Cheryl’.  Now I wanted to protect her and make sure no harm came her way.  Perhaps my dragons were rekindling my maternal instincts.

I focused on the task at hand.  My time at the Red Cavern had been unproductive to say the least.  I wasn’t any closer to stealing the Dagda’s Harp than when I’d entered through the portal.  In fact, with the Gallery being watched constantly, I was even further from achieving my goal.  

Dweezil seemed ripe to turn on Bruceras.  I needed to find out how I could use that to my advantage.  And the revelation that Bruceras was ready to give up seemed like it was something that could come in handy.  How could I use these pieces to solve my puzzle?

I wished an easy solution would emerge, but it was never easy.  I’d normally solved mysteries as I went along, but time was running out.  People were dying from the Ice Monster and the weather in general.  

Perhaps I could get Dweezil to let me into the Gallery?  

But first, I had to come up with a plan to get Cheryl and me out of going on the mission to reclaim the Devil’s Glove.    

Later that night, I waited until Cheryl was snoring lightly to send a message.  I pried open the skin on my wrist and held my thumb over the Raven’s Eye.  A few seconds later, it glowed red.  I tapped it three times to leave a message and moved my wrist closer to my face.

A computerized voice said, “Please record your message.”

“I’ve made contact with a ripe target,” I whispered.  “I might be able to get the flute.  But unless you can send any of your crows to get it, I’m not sure I can get it out of here.  I’ll send more information when it becomes available.  Junipher out.”

My head whipped around to make sure that Cheryl was still snoozing.  Her snoring had quieted down, which was suspicious, but the rhythmic movement of her body indicated she was asleep.  I still didn’t know what to make of her.  I didn’t believe she was a down and out human.  But I also hadn’t smelled any magic on her.

That meant one of two things.  Either she didn’t know magic or she had such an advanced understanding that she could hide it.  I’d been hiding mine so it wasn’t an insane stretch, but why had she struggled with a simple magic act to get into the Red Cavern?

I wanted to find out more about her but I also needed to remain focused on the main objective.  How could I avoid being used as fodder on this mission to reclaim the Devil’s Glove?
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AS WE WALKED UP THE street under the cover of darkness, I realized we were close to Mike’s house.  We continued up the road and a sinking feeling started to set in.  Bruceras approached the house before Mike’s, and I prayed that he would take a right down the driveway.  Instead, he walked right by it and continued up the slight incline.

Fook.  Maybe we were going to the house past Mike’s.  In this rural area, the houses were spread out, so going to the house after Mike’s seemed like a stretch.  When Bruceras slowed down in front of the next driveway, everything hit me at once. 

Bruceras had said that the demon had left the Red Cavern with a human.  Mike had busted into the Red Cavern.  But why would he leave with a demon?  He’d never told me anything about his son, just that he had a son.

I didn’t want to attack Mike or his family.  I considered him an ally.  Why would Mike have a demon child living with him?

It also meant this wouldn’t be an easy victory.  What if the Sphinx got involved?  Or his pregnant girlfriend who looked like me?  I couldn’t hurt them.  My stomach knotted as Bruceras led the way up Mike’s driveway.

Of all the fookin’ houses in all of Pittsburgh, why this one?  I looked over the assemblage of demons.  Three devils, Dweezil and a Chieftain.  Two normal humans to be used as sacrificial lambs.  We were designed to slow down the enemy.  While the enemy slaughtered us, the rest of the crew could plan their next move or evacuate.

Bruceras and Aka Manah led the way with the two other devils trailing them.  I didn’t know much about Asmodeus or Astaroth other than a bit about their backgrounds.  I’d never heard stories of their magical powers, so I didn’t know what they specialized in.  Dweezil, Cheryl and I brought up the rear.

The two massive devils in front of me must have each been over eight feet tall.  They were also wider than Bruceras, which was saying something.  Reptilian skin covered their exposed hands and faces.  The only difference was that Asmodeus was brownish-red and Astaroth was as dark as a midnight sky.  They both wore leather dusters that matched Bruceras’s.

Cheryl, Dweezil and I were in our thermal suits.  I had to hand it to the demons.  Even with my fingertips and face exposed, I felt nice and toasty inside the skintight black suits.  

As we continued toward the house with a few lights on at the end of the long gravel driveway, Bruceras drew fire to his right hand.  I heard a dog barking and recognized the pitch belonged to Darkwing, Mike’s hellhound.  Our stealth entrance had been blown.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“We’re not messing around,” Bruceras stated.  “I’m going to set the house ablaze and then we can root through the ashes for the Glove.”

“Won’t it burn?” I asked, and Bruceras and his cronies laughed at me.

Bruceras quelled his sniggering and held up an open hand, demanding silence from his associates.  They quieted down, and he said, “It will survive.  Worry not.”

“What if they took the Glove somewhere else?  Or if the authorities come to clean up the mess immediately and you can’t access the site?” I asked, but I wasn’t really sure if it was my place to get involved.  In fact, I knew it was a bold move.  “I think we need to take them alive until we get the Glove.”

“In your infinite wisdom, what would you suggest?” Bruceras asked, turning to his friends and thumbing toward me.

Oh, shit.  I hadn’t expected him to turn it around on me.  I pushed my nerves down and said, “No fire.  That’ll just attract the authorities too.  I think we need to surround the house and make sure nobody escapes.  That way, we can get the Glove when they start talking.”

“If they don’t talk?” Aka Manah questioned.

What could I say that would appease them?  “Execute one or two people and they will start to talk, I’m willing to bet.”  I smiled cruelly. 

“Starting to like this guy,” Bruceras said, gesturing with his head toward me.  “We’ll surround the perimeter and I’ll rush in through the front door.  It should only be a man, woman and child.  The guy who lives here knows magic, so be ready.”

Did they know about the Sphinx?  Did they know that Mike wasn’t someone to take lightly?

Maybe I could do this.  At least, I tried to convince myself.  We would be spread out around the entire house and it was a moonless night.  I couldn’t flash too much magical skill, or the demons could kill me for being too powerful.  That put me in quite a bind.  If I held back some of my magical juice, I could die if a fight broke out.

Fook.  The thought of running crossed my mind.  I could wait until the action started and then hightail it out of here.  It would end the mission for the Dagda’s Harp, but it would get me out of this rotten situation.  I wouldn’t be forced to kill people and creatures that I cared about.

I thought about Cheryl, who would be grossly outmatched by Mike or any of his friends.  What had the Morrigan said about too many friends?  They did cause serious problems as I was finding out first hand.  I couldn’t believe the situation I found myself in.  Fighting alongside my enemies against my allies.

The barking got louder as we neared his front yard.  It was still coming from behind the house, but our cover had been blown.  I wondered if Bruceras would set a new plan or just charge ahead like a battering ram.  The devil wasn’t going to be able to bust through the front door.

And then the barking stopped with no rhyme or reason.  The calm before the storm.  I was anything but calm as my rubbery legs carried me into Mike’s front yard.

Using hand signals, Bruceras guided us to surround the house, placing me on the side of the house, next to Cheryl.  I was glad I could keep an eye on her during the action.  Bruceras put Aka Manah and Dweezil around back, Asmodeus on the opposite side of the house and Astaroth in the front yard.

When I thought about it more, Mike was severely overmatched.  I could only assume that three devils and a Chieftain would be a force to reckon with.  Unless Mike was holding a supernatural poker night, the Red Cavern would have the upper hand.  Big time.

It wouldn’t be an easy win.  But on paper, the demons were the favorites.  My side of the house only had a few windows so it didn’t appear that it would be a major point of exit.  I drifted toward the front of the house as Bruceras was getting ready to make his dramatic entrance.

Dweezil had been right.  Bruceras had all but given up.  This was one of the most half-assed plans I’d ever been associated with.  Even his original plan to burn this mother down was full of flaws.  He was expecting Mike to bow down to him and hand over one of the most powerful weapons in the world.  Fat chance.

As soon as Bruceras’s boot hit the top step of Mike’s front porch, the door flew open and a ripple of darkness emerged through the opening.  A wave of magic hit Bruceras, launching him backward.  He sailed through the air, arms flailing, and landed on his back in the snow.
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IN AN INSTANT, MIKE was out the front door and on Bruceras, landing two powerful punches to the left cheek of the devil.  More bodies poured out the front door.  A tall, dark-skinned man was followed by the faerie named Alayna, who beat her beautiful wings and rose into the frosty air, expelling breath clouds as her head panned the area, trying to take stock of the situation.

“Help.  Out front,” Astaroth yelled as he rushed toward Mike and Bruceras.  The devil knocked Mike off Bruceras, then the tall black man engaged him in battle.

Aka Manah and Asmodeus rushed the front yard from opposite sides of the house, as I tried to stay off to the side.  Aka Manah ran toward us and I assumed he was trying to help us.  Instead, he grabbed Cheryl.  Using her as a shield, he charged into battle.  The Chieftain ran directly at Alayna, who was flying a few feet off the ground.

At the last second, he heaved Cheryl at Alayna, who reached back as glittery bits of golden magic circled her fist.  Her little hand sprang forward and punched my new friend right above her eye.  The impact jolted Cheryl to the side and she landed on her face in the snow.  

Apparently, chivalry was dead.  I hoped Cheryl hadn’t suffered the same result as her body lay motionless.

I turned back to the action and Bruceras was engaged with the tall man whom I didn’t know.  Mike was tangling with Aka Manah.  And Alayna, the overgrown pixie, was trying to hold off the two devils.  Good.  I hated Alayna and wouldn’t mind seeing her meet her demise.

Then the ground began to rumble and a hollow feeling centered in my gut.  I turned to my right, and through the darkness, an angelic white glow streaked across the yard.  Her wings started to beat and she took flight, rising quickly into the night sky.  Dammit.  I’d hoped Kovana wasn’t here.

A hellhound raced into the front yard from the opposite side of the house and entered the fray.  The hound bit Bruceras’s leg and the devil howled in pain.  The hound continued pestering the devil, and his opponent hit him with magic, knocking him backward.

I watched Bruceras struggling and kept my distance.  After Aka Manah’s display of cowardice, I could see Bruceras tossing me to the other side to slow them down.  Fireballs streaked across the lawn, lighting up the night and casting strange shadows on the snowy landscape.  

I stood on my toes, ready to dodge an errant attack.  As I checked out the action, I caught a bright pink light out of my peripheral vision.  I whipped my head to the right.  Not only had Cheryl made it back to her feet, but she held a compact ball of sparkling energy in her right hand.  

Huh.  I knew she’d been lying.

She was staring at Mike and Aka Manah and appeared to be aiming at the former.  I was shocked that she would help the demon who had wronged her in so many ways.  She seemed to be waiting for the perfect moment to launch her attack.

Mike and Aka Manah jostled with each other until the demon started to get the upper hand.  He twisted Mike around, so his back was facing us.  With the Chieftain blocking her target, I assumed Cheryl would wait until Mike came back into view.

I took a quick peek at the rest of the action and turned back to Cheryl.  As I was standing behind her, I didn’t know if she knew I was there.  The small woman made sure no one else was watching.  Her right hand slung forward and she launched her attack.  

The pink flames with silver particles streaking through them careened across the yard and made contact with her intended target.  Aka Manah’s back.  The feminine fireball crashed into his thermal suit and tore right through it, then it broke through his ribcage and burrowed into his chest cavity.

As the demon fell to his knees, the pink fireball busted through the front of his ribcage, exited his body, and grazed the top of Mike’s shoulder as it continued on its treacherous path.  Aka Manah’s final screams were followed by his limp body collapsing into the snow.  Buckets of black blood gushed from his ghastly wound, staining the snow below.

Mike grabbed his bleeding shoulder, but he looked like he would survive.

I turned back to Cheryl, who was nodding with her eyes narrowed and a vengeful grin on her face.  My girl.  Good for her.  Good for her.

It hurt our cause.  Sort of.  I wasn’t used to wishing death upon the people I was fighting with. 

When I turned back to the main attraction, all hell had broken loose.  The hellhound kept disappearing in the dark shadows and reappearing just before he attacked.  Darkwing reanimated right in front of Bruceras with his mouth wide open.

The animal sank his teeth into Bruceras’s calf.  The devil bellowed into the night sky, then focused his attention on the hound.  He dropped a closed fist that hit the hellhound right between the eyes.  He stunned the hound, who backed away, then charged at him again.

This time Bruceras was ready.  He lifted his foot back and booted the lunging hound on the side of the head.  The animal flew through the air, spinning around like the propeller of a helicopter.  Darkwing landed in the snow and didn’t move.  As an animal lover, I wanted to set Bruceras on fire, but I would have to wait until later.

Cheryl and I had to jump into the fray at some point.  The demons were busy enough that I’d bet they were unaware if we were even still alive.  It wasn’t like they were going to call for us to help.  As far as they knew, our magical skills were so limited, we wouldn’t be much help at all.

Mike ducked a fireball from Asmodeus and ignored it as it sailed by.  Then it crashed through a window on his house and he whirled around, eyes wide.  Another fireball hit the side of his house, sending wood splintering in every direction.

The flames stuck to the house, and like napalm, the fire ran slowly down the siding.  First smoke billowed from the initial impact, then the fire started to spread.

Mike ran up to his porch and screamed at the open door, “Get Dante and get out here now.”

Dante?  My mind immediately went back to the waste dump at the Red Cavern.  After Vlad the Impaler had come back to life, he’d warned me, “Hug the ground or Dante will kill you.”

Was Mike’s son named Dante?  He’d never told me the boy’s name, but Dweezil had said that the child was a bugul.  A full-fledged demon.  Why did Mike have a demon at his house?  I still wasn’t exactly sure what Vlad’s cryptic message about Dante meant, but I stashed it away in the memory bank for later. 

I focused back on the insanity.  Bruceras unleashed a wild right punch that connected on the chin of the tall black man.  The impact lifted the human off his feet, his head snapped to the side violently and he fell face first into a pile of shoveled snow.

Mike rushed in to avenge his fallen comrade, engaging Bruceras in battle.  Alayna and Kovana were pestering the two other devils.  Aka Manah was dead, Mike’s friend was knocked out and the hellhound hadn’t moved in minutes.  Cheryl and I stood on the sidelines, biding our time.

Three on three with two watchers.  A large woman raced out the front door with her hair on fire.  I’d seen my daughter’s hair do that before in the Red Cavern when we were practicing magic.  I became mesmerized as she ran right at me.  She ran slowly because of the pregnancy and I thought she was crazy for getting involved.

I wasn’t going to fight her, but I also wasn’t going to let her kick my ass.  She heaved a wave of magic at us, but I saw it in plenty of time.  Before it arrived, something blasted me in the shoulder, spinning me around.  How had she camouflaged her magic?

Enough of this bullshit.  I heard her heavy footsteps closing in over the grunting and cursing coming from the men.  Even though she was running slow, she was so close that I didn’t have time to turn around.  With my back to her, I planned to unleash a high leg kick and smash her in the nose to put a stop to this.

As she closed in, I kicked high in the air, aiming to make contact with her forehead.  Instead of bone, I hit something that gave way, and she screamed like the wind had been chased out of her.  By the time I turned around, Mike’s girlfriend was rolling on the ground, holding her belly and writhing in pain.

My heart fell into my boot.  Did I just do what I think I did?  My body went numb and tears rushed to my eyes.  Why did she have to jump into the air at the last moment?  That didn’t make any sense.

I didn’t have much time to feel awful because Mike sped toward me with the quickness of a vampire.  His first punch landed just below my left eye and sent me backwards.  Vision in my left eye faltered, but using the other, I saw another big fist coming at my face.
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THIS PUNCH LANDED ON my nose and I staggered back, dropping to one knee.  One more sledgehammer punch to my jaw knocked me onto my back.  The kid pounced on me and whaled away.

I could have attempted to defend myself.  Put my hands up to cover my face.  Tried to wrench him off me.  But I didn’t.  I sat there and took the beating.  I deserved it.

Mike’s bloody knuckles hammered down on me.  One or two more punches and it would be lights out as my vision swirled.  A sudden force lifted Mike off me.  Cheryl?  

By the time I could see again, Bruceras was standing over me holding Mike off the ground.  When my scattered head put the puzzle together, Bruceras had two hands wrapped around Mike’s neck.  The devil extended his hands above his head.  Using his size advantage, Mike couldn’t reach Bruceras’s face. 

Mike’s arms flailed away to little effect and he switched his attack to a series of unsuccessful kicks.  Come on, Mike.  I didn’t want a man I hated to kill someone I liked.  That wouldn’t be fair.  The young man’s face turned the color of a beet and a waterfall of drool spilled over his bottom lip.

I had a choice to make.  I could let Mike die, something I didn’t want to happen.  Or I could kick Bruceras in the balls and cause him to drop the kid.  It would end the mission, and the people of Pittsburgh would suffer longer, but I couldn’t let Mike die.  As much as I hated to admit it, the kid was destined for something great. 

He was a good guy.  One of the purest souls I’d ever met.  How could I allow something like that to be destroyed?  He was just a stupid mortal human who thought he could run with the rest of us.  He was out of his element.  Dying at the hands of one of the most illustrious supernatural figures in the history of the world was nothing to be ashamed of.  He put up a noble fight.

No.  I couldn’t let it end like this.

I stretched my leg and lined up the good old crotch shot.  Then I would have to explain it was just a reflex.  And a one, and a two, and a...

A shrieking howl that sounded like it had originated in the depths of hell nearly pierced my eardrums.  I turned to the noise.  A small figure emerged from the burning house and onto the smoke-filled porch.  As the small body descended the porch steps, I noticed something in his right hand.

“There it is,” exclaimed Bruceras, tossing Mike aside and gravitating toward the little being.  The devil walked slowly.  “Give it over and you won’t get hurt.”

The boy I assumed to be Dante slid the glove over his right hand.  A collective gasp came from the other devils.  Bruceras spoke calmly, “Don’t worry.  He doesn’t know the words to activate it.”

I couldn’t hear it, but I saw the kid’s lips moving, and suddenly, our fearless leader had a hitch in his step.  He wasn’t walking with confidence anymore.  The boy’s lips stopped moving and he held the Devil’s Glove above his head.  That’s when everything changed.
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A WAVE OF HEAT RIPPLED against my face as the boy’s body turned to fire.  Then he grew and grew and grew and grew until a thirty-foot-tall flaming beast stood before me.  His body maintained the shape of a person engulfed in flames.  Fiery horns sprouted above his enormous head as he roared into the night sky.

By the time the transmogrification had reached completion, I stared in pulse-pounding fear at the thirty-foot flaming beast standing before me.  The rumors were true.  I wanted to run but the soles of my boots were glued to the ground.  

Dante took one step forward, shaking the ground beneath me.  Bruceras threw Dweezil toward the newly formed beast, turned tail and ran away.  Cheryl sprinted after him.

Asmodeus and Astaroth cursed at Bruceras and Cheryl as they hightailed it toward the driveway.  The two remaining devils nodded to each other and charged at Dante. 

Vlad the Impaler’s words rang in my ears.  “Hug the ground or Dante will kill you.”

Dante drew his mighty arm back and it swished through the air.

I dove face first into the snowy, muddy, bloody battlefield and covered the back of my head with my hands for good measure.  I heard a rippling whoosh and a burning sensation traced over my back and rumbled over my locked fingers.

I didn’t know if I should look or not.  Raising my head carefully, I saw pieces of the two devils strewn all over the snow, a shower of dark blood staining the pure landscape.  Dante’s single slap had shredded two of the most respected demons in history.  Holy fook.

Had he killed Dweezil too?  I stared at Dante, who turned and took off for the back yard, his thundering steps shaking the earth and burning house.  I had the chance I needed and darted for the driveway.  I noticed Dweezil about twenty feet ahead, running for his life.

Trying to avoid the messy shrapnel that still twitched with signs of life, I weaved left and right.  With my eyes focused on the ground, something rammed into my side.  I groaned as the wind rushed out of me.

I toppled over and put my hand down to spring back up when something clubbed me in the side of the head.  “Don’t move or I’ll kill you,” a familiar voice said.  Little did this person know that I already felt dead from this experience.

I rolled onto my back and stared up at the Sphinx.  I remembered I was still in male form with a battered face.  She wouldn’t recognize me.  But then she might kill me.  

“Mike.  I got one of them,” Kovana yelled back to the house.

“Junipher?  Is that you?” she asked in shock.  “I can see through your glamor magic.  Your face is bruised and lumpy, but it’s you.”

“I’m working with the Red Cavern.”  I tried to explain, “Things got messed up.  I’m so sorry.”

Mike came storming over with hellfire in his eyes, different from the fire overtaking his house in the background.  He wanted to kill me, and I couldn’t blame him.  I wanted to kill me right now.

Kovana said, “It’s Junipher.  I can see through the illusion.”

In my own voice, I said, “Mike, I am so sorry.  You know I wouldn’t do this on purpose.  The demons made me.  I can still get the Harp if I go back.”

“You wrecked my fucking life.”  He shook his head with tears in his eyes, blood still leaking from his shoulder.  His light facial hair was matted with the dark blood of his enemies.  “Did you tell them I lived here?”

“What?” I asked and almost couldn’t believe he would accuse me of that.

“Did you fucking tell them where I lived?” he growled, the rage in his voice growing thicker.

“No,” I answered.  “I didn’t even know what was going on until we got here.  They knew you lived here.  They were after Dante and the Glove.”

Mike thought long and hard, rubbing the healthy, manly beard on his chin.  Now wasn’t the time for a peach fuzz joke.  If the verdict were up to me, there would be a rope around my neck.  

“Let her go,” Mike said mercifully.  And with those three simple words, he turned and ran back to the carnage surrounding his burning house.

I couldn’t believe it as Kovana backed away.  As I got up, I said, “I promise I’ll make this up to you.”

She stared into my eyes, her normally angelic face now painted with demon and human blood.  “I think we should go our separate ways.  Get your sorry ass out of here.”

I sprinted down Mike’s driveway trying to catch up to Cheryl, Dweezil and Bruceras before they left.  What had I just done?  I’d been thrown into the situation and the devils would have done this without me.  But I could have run away.  Even though I hadn’t attacked anyone on Mike’s side, I also hadn’t stopped any of the devils before Dante showed up.

Tears that felt like fire streamed down my cheeks, burning the awful memories into my hippocampus.  Why had his girlfriend attacked me?  I didn’t want to hurt her.  I really didn’t.  I couldn’t believe I’d ended up in this situation.

Regardless of whether it was my fault or not, Mike’s house was burning to the ground.  His son had saved everyone’s lives, but now ran the risk of going insane.  His friends were injured badly, and his girlfriend...  Fook.  I didn’t even want to say it.  That part hurt the most and made me feel like a monster.

I just wanted to get the Dagda’s Harp from the Red Cavern.  How had everything spiraled out of control so quickly?  

The rumors of the Devil’s Glove were true.  Two devils had attacked with all their might, and it had no effect on Dante.  He had ripped them to pieces with a simple swat of his hand.  If Merlin obtained the glove, my life would be over.  

My face hurt from the beating Mike had administered, but it paled in comparison to the mental agony.  The whole thing had happened so fast, I still hadn’t processed everything.  Bruceras’s plan had been as bad as I’d originally thought.  His side had lost two devils and a Chieftain, a hefty price for the Red Cavern.

Considering they had just executed Vlad, the devil count was dwindling by the day.  Why had Bruceras underestimated Mike?  Perhaps Dweezil was correct in his assessment of Bruceras that he had given up.  The devil would have plenty of explaining to do when he returned to his home.  I planned to keep my mouth shut.  

I’d seen a devil run away from a battle.  If I uttered a peep of that to any of the demons, Bruceras would have me killed instantly.  Even though the devil had lost his way, pride still ruled the demons.  Respect would cease if they found out their fearless leader had run from any fight, no matter what the circumstances.

Headlights crept over the ridge below.  Fook.  It had to be the authorities.  Bloodied and battered and dressed in all black like a burglar, I wasn’t going to be able to talk myself out of this one.  I shielded my eyes from the bright lights.  Sure as shit, the vehicle slowed down as it approached.

“Let’s go.  Get in,” a familiar voice called from the passenger window.

Cheryl.  Holy shit.  I’d almost missed my ride.  When I thought about it, I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.  Regardless, I opened the back door and jumped into the Escalade, claiming a seat next to Dweezil.  I barely got the door shut when Bruceras hit the gas, jerked the wheel and performed a shady three-point turn, running over the frosty high-grass on both sides of the road.  

He straightened out the vehicle just in time.  Flashing lights appeared at the bottom of the hill.  The bouncing beams of light indicated that the authorities were hauling ass up the rocky incline.  We drove in silence with my heart pounding in my throat.  

I could usually normalize something like this because it was just part of the job.  Beings got hurt.  Some died.  Why had a mortal human involved himself in this game?

Justifying my actions proved to be impossible.  Mike and his friends were good people.  I wasn’t. 

Bruceras pulled onto the side of the road and let two cop cars race by.  As their flashing lights disappeared in the rearview mirror, more appeared straight ahead.  We turned onto the main road and I saw several firetrucks headed toward Mike’s.  I hadn’t wanted to ruin the young man’s life.  I really hadn’t.

And my troubles in the Red Cavern were just beginning.  Perhaps this chaotic situation would present an opportunity to snag the Dagda’s Harp and get the fook out of the demon underworld.
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SOMETHING SHOOK ME awake.  Before I opened my eyes, panic streaked through me.  I had witnessed a devil running from a battle.  It was only a matter of time before I was silenced so I couldn’t spread the story.  Cheryl too.

I opened my crusty eyelids, and Dweezil’s face appeared a few feet away.  A raging pain centered in my jaw from the beating I’d taken.

He said, “You need to get up now.”

It appeared Bruceras had sent Dweezil so we wouldn’t suspect anything out of the ordinary.  My mind started to devise a way out of the Red Cavern.

He woke up Cheryl, who stretched out and yawned.  She crawled over to a wall and leaned back against it.  

I sat up as Dweezil said, “You two have been selected to go on another mission.”

Well, that changed everything.  At least we weren’t getting the Vlad treatment just yet.  It still smelled like a setup.  

“Oh, another great honor,” I said sarcastically.  “What did we do to deserve this?”

Dweezil opened his mouth to speak, but words failed him.  I could tell Bruceras throwing him to the enemy had rocked his world.  I decided to be sensitive with him.

“Are you all right?” I asked in a gentle tone.  “I know that last trip didn’t go exactly how you would’ve liked.”

He turned sharply to me, tears welling up in his eyes.  “I’ve served him for fourteen years.  Nobly, humbly.  With never a whisper of doubt.  I was proud to serve him.  Honored, really.  I would have gladly died for him.  But it would have been my choice.”

He broke down and plopped down on the floor next to me.  I patted him on the shoulder, and Cheryl moved in closer to do the same.  

He smashed his trembling lips together and thought for a moment.  “Like I was nothing.”

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“He threw me away like I was nothing more than a piece of trash stuck to his boot,” he said and sighed in disgust.  “I knew the man had done some dishonorable things in his day, but I grew to ignore the faults.  He was a devil, the same as a God to the humans.  The top of the chain.  The final link between the demons and the grand devil.  The original.”

“I understand.”  But I didn’t understand everything.  I thought the original devil had died.  It wasn’t worth bringing it up now.  “It’s like finding out your favorite baseball player has been corking his bat.”

“What?” he asked, his wart-covered face riddled with confusion.

“Never mind.”  How could I approach this?  I thought about the plan Cheryl and I had developed and winked at her.  “Listen.  Since we’ve been here, we’ve realized that this might not be the best place for us.”

“You can’t leave,” he said coldly.  “You’re the only ones that make me feel sane around here.”  He tried to smile, but his trembling lips wouldn’t oblige, and he ended up with an awkward, confusing expression.

“It’s just that we expected the devils to be as noble as the Gods.”  I hoped I was keeping a straight face because some of the Gods were anything but noble.  “We aren’t against the magic or the mission, but the mission is for the benefit of the leaders.  If we don’t respect the leaders, then what are we doing?”

I could see the hamster wheel starting to spin inside Dweezil’s head.  His facial contours twisted as years’ worth of recognition appeared to be hitting him in waves.  Tears galloped down his face, jumping from the tip of his pointed chin and drizzling onto the floor.

“It’s okay to admit you made a mistake.  We have.”  Either I had convinced Dweezil to come to our side, or I had just signed two death certificates.   “So, what’s our big honor?”

“It’s no honor,” he blurted.  “He’s taking you two on another mission.”  He made quote symbols with his fingers.  “Under the guise of a mission, he plans to kill both of you.  The three of us will be joining him on a trip to St. Louis.”

Cheryl asked, “Why is he going to kill us?”

“Because you witnessed him running from the enemy.”  He lowered his head, defeated.  “Because you can tell everyone how cowardly he acted.  There have been some stirrings lately concerning dissatisfaction of Bruceras.  If this story gets out, he could be run out of the Red Cavern.  Three devils have died in the past few days.  Three.”

He took a few deep breaths and continued, “And he lost the Devil’s Glove.  One of the most powerful relics in the world.  So with him standing on shaky ground, he can’t afford to have a story highlighting his cowardly ways making its rounds.”

I could tell the fact that Bruceras had run was affecting Dweezil in more ways than one.  Everything he had built this man up to be was a complete farce.  I still thought he was missing a key aspect to this scenario.  

“Why do you think he asked you to join us in St. Louis?” I asked.

A fiery streak of recognition bounced around his teary eyes and he lowered his head.  “How stupid of me.  I’m the third witness.”

Even after Bruceras had thrown him to the enemy, he had still been blinded by his obedience.  The odious stench of servility didn’t wash away easily.  Everything was dawning on him now.  

I said, “Listen, we’ve been talking about a plan to get him before he gets us.  With your help, we could make it happen.”

“We can’t compete with him.”  His eyes widened in fear.  “He’s a devil.  A lord.”

Those words hurt my ears.  

“I understand magic a lot more than I’ve been letting on.”  I paused and gave Cheryl a chance to come clean.  Instead, she sat against the wall, chewing her bottom lip nervously.

After a brief spell of silence, Dweezil admitted, “And I may have a bit more power than I’ve shown.  I need to make a few more stops and then I’ll return, and we can talk again.”

Dweezil wiped away the tears and composed himself with a few heavy exhales.  He dabbed his cheeks with his sleeves and climbed out the top.  I felt numb.  Dweezil hadn’t committed to anything, and for all I knew, he could be running straight to Bruceras to tell him every detail we’d just discussed.

My heart pounded, and Cheryl said, “We don’t have a choice.  Even if Dweezil chickens out, we have to do it ourselves.  Bres is going to kill us.  There’s only one way to stop it.”

Her calling him Bres struck me as odd.

“Dweezil would make everything so much simpler,” I told her.  “Bruceras trusts him more than anyone else.  He has access to many things that we don’t.  He likes you.  Maybe you should work on him.”

“I’m not whoring myself out,” she said, raising her voice.  “I’m still not over my experience with Aka Manah.”

“No.”  I waved my hands in front of my chest.  “I wasn’t suggesting that at all.  I mean, just be nice to him.  Maybe pat him on the back gently when you talk to him.  It could be the difference between life and death.”

“I guess I could do that,” she said, calming down.  “I don’t know what he’s thinking either.  Bruceras is going to kill him too.”

“I don’t think he’s accepted it yet.”  Moisture leaked from my palms.  I wondered if Dweezil was ratting us out.  “He’s still floating down that river in Egypt known as Denial.  Years of blind loyalty will do that to a person.  But soon his boat will spring a few leaks and he’ll have to face a harsh realization.”

Dweezil returned about fifteen minutes later.

The splotchy rash on his neck and face told me that this was hitting him hard.  He collapsed dramatically to the ground and curled up on his side.

I looked at Cheryl and gestured with my eyes for her to take action.

She rolled her eyes and patted him on the biceps.  “There, there.  There, there,” she said in a monotone.

I shot her a dirty look.  She had been through a lot, but our lives were on the line.  I said, “I know this is all a big shock to you, but we need to set this plan.”

“And what is your grand plan?” he asked with no emotion in his words.

“That’s what we need you for,” I explained as I sat down next to him.  “Obviously we will need to distract Bruceras somehow and launch a sneak attack.  That’s probably our best bet.”

“So what?  You’re just going to wave your hand around, and say, hey look over there?”  He pointed at the wall for added effect.  “And then bop him on the head?”

I answered, “That’s a much more simplistic version.  If you two could distract him, I have enough magic that I could either kill him or hurt him bad enough that we could finish him off.”

We went back and forth for a while as we tried to devise a cohesive plan.  It was difficult because we were in the dark about the details of the mission.  Dweezil had informed us that Bruceras wanted to take the Harp to St. Louis to cause a never-ending winter there.

I wondered if the devil knew about a certain wizard who lived there.  He wasn’t the type of wizard you wanted to piss off.  He was on the list with the Sphinx and the Morrigan as someone I didn’t want to get into a brawl with.

Unfortunately, none of that mattered right now.  I’d been there when Mike Merlino’s world had been turned upside down.  I needed to secure Ice Heart’s flute to get back into his good graces.  If that was even possible now.  I wouldn’t blame him one bit if he told me to fook off.

“Hey Dweezil.  You have any idea where Bruceras keeps Ice Heart’s flute?  I had a run in with him before I came here and I’d like to settle the score,” I lied.  Sort of.

“It’s in the elbow pocket of his duster.  I take it out every day when I clean his clothes.  I’m not even sure he knows it’s in there to be honest.  He asks me about it every time he travels to Pittsburgh to use it.”

Perfect.  “What do you think about snagging that for me so I can taste some sweet revenge?”

“Stealing from a devil?” he said, his eyes bulging from his head.  His years of subservience were hard to shake.

“To be fair, it would be more like borrowing from a devil who was planning to kill you.”  I clenched my teeth and grinned.

“Let me see what I can do,” he responded.

That helped greatly, but it didn’t solve the entire problem.  The Morrigan’s birdies couldn’t get into the Red Cavern.  Even if Dweezil could get the flute, I still had to figure out how to smuggle it out of here.  Hmmm.  Her crows did travel to St. Louis.

Another thought hit me.  If I summoned Ice Heart to the Red Cavern, it would kill him because of the temperature.  He wouldn’t be able to re-form like he had that day at the park.  He could melt partially and keep turning it back into ice, creating a track to glide on, but he couldn’t spend an extended time in a hot place like the Red Cavern.  He would be in a constant state of regeneration.

His cryokinesis would be the only thing he could concentrate on, and I could kill him easily.  I would need to find a remote area away from the other demons for that.  But that plan wouldn’t do anything to help with Mike.

If I could get the flute to the Morrigan and she could pass it along to Mike, he would look like a hero.  And maybe he would take a little sympathy on the plight I had faced.  A better plan was to get the flute from Dweezil and have the Morrigan’s avian crew pick it up in St. Louis.  Then she could give it to Mike.

That left more work to do.  I needed to send a message to the Morrigan and get confirmation from her.  If she approved, we needed to devise a tracking system for her birds to find the flute.  It wouldn’t solve the overlying problem, but eliminating Ice Heart would help a bunch of Pittsburghers sleep better.

Later that night, I waited until Cheryl fell asleep.  I pried open my skin to get to the Raven’s Eye and held my thumb over it.  When it started to glow, I tapped it three times.
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A COMPUTERIZED VOICE said, “Please record your message.”

I pulled my wrist closer to my face.

“Mo, I think I can get Ice Heart’s flute,” I whispered.  “We will be going to St. Louis.  Can your birds pick it up out there?”

I sat back against the wall with my knees against my chest.  The Morrigan could respond in ten seconds or ten days.  A burning sensation centered in my wrist and I looked at the eye.  It was blinking, which meant there was a message.

I tapped the eye twice and the Morrigan’s voice came through, “I can help you out.  When you get there, tap the eye seven times to mark your general location.  After that, tap it once to mark the exact spot of the flute.  You’ll have to stand in that spot for five seconds so I can get the coordinates.  My crows will take it from there.”

I tapped the eye three times again.  “Please record your message.”

“Mo, make sure you give it to Mike Merlino and tell him I am so sorry about what happened.  He’ll know what I’m talking about.  And Mo.  Thank you.”

I assumed the Celtic Gods had heard about the destruction at Mike’s house.  Did he blame me?  I certainly blamed myself.  But if I could get the Dagda’s Harp and end the suffering in Pittsburgh, he would see that it was all for a greater goal.  

Was it enough, though?  Mike’s house had burned down, his adopted son had used the Devil’s Glove, which caused insanity, and the status of his unborn child was up in the air.  People could move to a new city, but Mike couldn’t just replace the damage that had occurred.  

First Alexis, then Mike.  I couldn’t watch any more families being torn apart.  

I’d lost Darabond over five hundred years ago.  Then, I had been blessed with children, only for them to die unnecessarily.  Even though we hadn’t been a real family, they had been ripped away from me.  

After they had died, my father was the only family member left.  I didn’t count my mother as family.  When I’d lost him, I felt empty.  Still do.  

Dealing with the constant pain and trauma had turned me into a callous individual.  A cold, distant person who would rather avoid someone than take the chance of being hurt by that person.  I’d seen the worst the world had to offer, and I’d participated in some of it.

I didn’t want that to happen to these other families.  Their hearts were filled with love.  Even Mike, who operated in a dark world, was a soldier of light.  I kept going back to our conversation when we were detained at Octavius’s.

He had talked about how he just wanted to be a family man.  His magical ability and looks, coupled with Pittsburgh’s acceptance of the supernatural meant he could have any girl he wanted, for the most part.  He could be out partying every night with a different girl if he wanted to.  And no one would blame him for it.

Instead, he fought against the bad guys, then went home to his family.  He didn’t need the tickertape parade.  He didn’t need a big crowd cheering for him.  And here I was, five hundred years his senior, and jealous of his noble ways.

I wanted a family so bad that I was ready to build one around my dragons.  To start a proper family, I would have to give up on Darabond.  Could I do that?  Just thinking about it caused my breathing to become husky and labored.

Or I could start a family with Alexis.  There were a lot of single moms out there.  Owen had been right about my current lifestyle not being conducive to raising a child.  If I chose this path, it meant that I would have to give up this life of adventure.  I would have to give up my dragons.

Or would I?  What girl wouldn’t want to grow up with a family of dragons?  She would be well protected.  As I continued thinking about it, my head started to spin.  There was one person I went to when my mind was swimming.  My father.

He’d always been there to help me sort out my thoughts.  When I felt like I wanted to go on a murderous rampage, he was always there to talk me down from the ledge.  Now he was gone.  Darabond was gone.  My children were gone.  I had no family.

I’m sure if my father were around, he’d lecture me about the adoption process and tell me that it wasn’t as simple as plucking a cantaloupe from the grocery store display.

I only had my scrambled head and myself to rely on now.

I got woozy and my vision failed.  No.  No.

I blinked my eyes open and felt the harsh light pouring down on me from above.  Escape didn’t cross my mind this time as the metal cuffs locked my arms to the silver chair.  The door to my right opened and shut as the movie screen lowered from the ceiling.

Agramon entered my field of vision in his normal snakeman form with spider legs protruding from his sides.  He leaned in close, rubbing his slimy, reptilian cheek against mine.  I fought off the urge to vomit as he leaned in closer to my ear.

“Welcome back,” he whispered.

I didn’t say anything and waited for the film session to start.  The projector shot a beam toward the screen, but it was blank.  I could hear the projector running and the still crackle of film sound, but nothing appeared.  A few more seconds passed, and I wondered what was happening.

“Aren’t you going to ask?”  Agramon backed away from me.

I wanted this to be over as soon as possible, so I played along with him.  “Why isn’t anything on the screen?”

“The screen only plays your deepest fears of your past.  Not your present or future,” he hinted.

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s quite simple really,” Agramon explained.  “You call on me to help you deal with your deepest and darkest fears.”

“I don’t call on you.  You pop up unexpectedly,” I clarified.

He walked out of my field of vision and said, “Semantics.  One way or another, I deal with your fears because you won’t do it.  Right now, your biggest fear isn’t about yourself.  You’re growing as a person.  It’s good for both of us.”  

He strolled back in front of the blank screen.

“Both of us?” I asked, confused.

“Of course,” he confirmed, and a sinister smile took form on his reptilian face.  “Sympathy is the ugly stepsister of fear.  When you sympathize with someone, it is only natural that you fear something bad might happen to that person.  You are afraid for someone else.  Likely an alien feeling for you.”

“Fook you, asshole,” I returned.  His words stung, but he wasn’t wrong.  After my children died, it was hard to feel bad for others when I’d been through so much.

Agramon moved in front of the blank screen and stuck his forked tongue out.  He was enjoying my anger.

“I know what this is about.  Alexis,” I revealed.

“That is one half of your greatest fears right now.”

One thing had been dominating my thoughts recently.  

“I know what it is.  I fear that Alexis might end up in a bad situation.  And the other has to be Mike and his girlfriend.  I can’t get them out of my head.  I feel horrible about that and I fear she might lose the baby.”

“Yes.  You are maturing.  It only took a little more than five centuries,” he said, mocking me.

Maybe I was evolving.  It seemed like a good thing, except for the Agramon factor.  Worrying about other people was a form of fear that the demonic spirit would take advantage of.  But how could I not worry about Alexis and Mike?  Or his girlfriend?  Or his son who could have suffered mental damage from using the Devil’s Glove?  

In the past, I would’ve said, ‘Sorry about your luck’ and moved on.  But now I had a personal connection with Alexis and Mike.  My pounding heart and husky breathing proved that I did care about them.  I was scared about their futures.  Perhaps it was a motherly reflex.  I’d lost my own children, and with them, I’d lost a part of my soul.

Perhaps I was latching onto Mike and Alexis to fill the void.  To give myself purpose.  More purpose than hunting down ancient relics.  What was my legacy?

“They aren’t your children, you know,” Agramon said, reading my thoughts.

I tried to stand up and blast him in the mouth, but the restraints locked my arms to the chair.  “You son of a bitch.”

“Why does that comment make you mad?” he asked calmly.

“Don’t play stupid.”

“I was merely pointing out a fact,” he said, still calm.  “They do hurt sometimes.  I could leave your head if you wish.”

My eyes widened.  “Then do it.”

“Oh, we know each other well enough by now.”  He paced in front of me.  “I won’t just walk away without something from you.”

“I’m not springing you on any of my friends,” I told him.

“If you give me three minds to take up residence in, I will leave your mind, no questions asked.”

I sat in silence.  The prospect of getting rid of Agramon enticed me.  

“Let’s say I can make this happen.  How can I summon your physical form?” I asked.

“When you are ready to strike said deal, clap seven times.”  He approached me.  He set his sweaty palms on top of my hands and leveled his eyes with mine.  I smelled liver on his breath.  “And don’t try anything foolish either like ambushing me.  I am wise to these kinds of tricks.  My spirit can kill you from within.  If you kill my physical form, my spirit would be none too happy.”

“Your spirit would die without a physical form,” I said.

“Aaahhh, but I have your physical form.  Remember?” he asked rhetorically.

“But if you killed me your spirit would die,” I said, staring into the dark abyss of his eyes.

“Very observant.”  He removed his hands and took a step back.  “That is a price I’d be happy to pay.”

Someone shook me awake.  My eyes shot open and I felt sweat covering my whole body. 

Cheryl was shaking me.  “Wake up.  You’re having a nightmare.”

I sat up against the wall in our room, and she slid over next to me.  “Are you all right?”

“Yeah.  Sorry about that.”

“You kept screaming about how sorry you were and how you didn’t mean to do it.”

“I think it’s just the setting.  I’ve been having some weird dreams since we’ve been here.”  The truth was that I’d barely slept in the Red Cavern.  The lava incident kept me on edge constantly.  How could I go to sleep in this place?

I hoped I would drift away for a while tonight.  The next morning, I planned to kill a devil.
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MY BODY MATERIALIZED in St. Louis.  I was standing in snow, which was strange for this time of year.  Cheryl and Dweezil started to appear in front of me.  Bruceras stood waiting for us to start the mission.

It was basically a standoff.  Bruceras could complete the “mission” right now by playing the Dagda’s Harp.  The devil had made up a story about how he needed to play the Harp in a certain location away from the portal drop off.

As Bruceras checked his bag for the Harp, I dropped to one knee and pretended to tie my bootlaces.  Instead, I kept my eye on the devil and sent the signal to the Morrigan to let her know the location.  That way, her birds would be in the vicinity when I hid the flute.

We were all dressed in thermal suits under our regular gear.  Cheryl and I were in our Steelers winter jackets and jeans.  Dweezil sported a leather vest and gray corduroy pants.  Bruceras had his leather pants and long black duster covering his undersuit.  The devil had the Harp stashed away in a leather carryall that was slung over his shoulder.

Bruceras and Dweezil had shifted into human form.  They were still the same size, but Bruceras had shaggy red hair, freckles and blue eyes.  Dweezil had a dark complexion, dark eyes and a ragged beard.

“The spot is right through these woods right here,” Bruceras announced, pointing toward a frosty forest.

Of course.  We just needed to travel through a forest where no one could see or hear us.  Nothing shady about that.  Too bad for him that we were onto his plan.  Why hadn’t he just accused us of wrongdoing and had us executed in the Red Cavern?

As we headed for the woods, I realized that it would be difficult for the Morrigan’s crows to find the flute in the forest.  I let the group move ahead and pretended to tie my bootlaces again.  First, I pried open my skin and sent the second signal to Mo.  I started counting.

Then, I slid my finger into my boot and plucked out the golden flute.  Five seconds had passed, and I dropped it in the snow and got up to rejoin the group.  Without warning, Bruceras turned around.  He started walking toward the spot where I’d dropped the flute.  Oh, fook.  What was he doing?

“What’s wrong?” Dweezil asked.

“Just making sure this is the correct location.”  He stopped and looked up at the sky, partially obscured by the snowy branches.  My heart dropped as he was standing in the exact spot where I had set the flute.  All he had to do was look down and we were screwed.  Or at least, I was screwed.

A tingle of panic traced over my body.  Then, as abruptly as he had stopped and turned around, the devil whirled and tramped through the snow to rejoin us.

“It’s the right spot,” he grunted as he gestured with his head for us to get moving.  

I sighed in relief and shivered at the thought of how our entire plan had almost blown up in our faces.  Now the Morrigan could have her crows pick up the flute and give it to Mike Merlino.  If things went south with the Harp, at least I’d eliminated Ice Heart.  It felt good to stop that murderous asshole.

We trudged into the woods.  Frozen leaves and brush sat just beneath the few inches of snow, crunching and snapping underfoot as we went.  It was nothing but trees as far as the eye could see, their naked branches crusted in fallen snowflakes.

The shy sun was still hiding behind a gray cloud, its weak rays casting odd shadows on the snowy landscape.  Bruceras shifted into demon form in full stride, his body expanding as he kept moving ahead of us.

He really filled out that duster now.  Dweezil shifted seamlessly as well, taking his normal wart-infested form.  I had to stop myself from following their lead and shifting into my normal body.  I thought about a sneak attack right now.

Bruceras seemed to read my mind and slowed down, falling in next to us.

About twenty minutes later, Bruceras broke the tense silence, “There’s a clearing up here where we can take a quick break.”

That was our chance.  Dweezil was going to distract Bruceras and I would hit him from behind.  I started dipping into my magic and assumed the best way to end his life was to burn him to death.  He had so much fire inside him, I was just going to strike the match and watch it combust.

My arms went numb as showtime neared.  I focused on my magic, trying to heat up my insides to launch the most powerful attack possible.  Usually, I coalesced the flames in my mouth, but I’d already started that action in the pit of my gut.  I was going for napalm.

We entered the clearing and Cheryl’s flushed face told me she was nervous.  That probably made three of us.  The mental and physical exhaustion had taken a serious toll.

Dweezil maneuvered himself so that when Bruceras was facing him, he would have his back to me.  The devil’s assistant spoke, his voice almost cracking, “My lord.  I have a humble question for you.”

Bruceras turned to him, squaring his shoulders with Dweezil’s.  The fire raced up from my belly and stopped in my throat as the flames built up more power.  Just a few more seconds and Bruceras would be engulfed in flames.  I had to be careful not to light up Dweezil too.

Dweezil opened his mouth to speak as Bruceras drew back a tightened fist.  What the fook was going on?  I assumed Bruceras was about to threaten his servant.  Instead, he unleashed a monstrous punch that landed against the side of Dweezil’s head.  His skull collapsed under the pressure of the punch, the jagged edge of his busted cranium cutting into Bruceras’s knuckles.

The shock of the moment knocked the fiery magic out of me.  My mind scrambled to reignite the flames but I couldn’t achieve full concentration.  The raw brutality had shaken me.

Dweezil collapsed, dead before he hit the ground.  Black blood poured from his mangled head, the white snow lapping up the liquid greedily.  Bruceras proceeded to stomp on Dweezil, focusing on his already busted skull.

Come on.  I only had a few moments to act.  But the flames were weak and being uncooperative.  What the fook?  It had to be because of the lack of sleep, and overusing magic caused rapid aging, depleting my magical power.  When Bruceras had broken my concentration, I’d lost my total focus on the magic.

“I trusted you.”  Bruceras continued kicking him as spittle flew from his mouth. “I gave you the highest honor to serve me.”  He paused and delivered a few more stomps.  “And you betrayed me.”  He stared down at the dead body.  “You deserve worse than death.”

He finished the brutal assault and turned to us.  The prospect of my sneak attack had disintegrated.  

The speckles of black blood gave his duster an uneven luster as he stepped closer to us.  “Thought I could be fooled,” he mumbled and lifted his boot, showing us the sole.

I gasped and my life flashed before my eyes.
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NESTLED TIGHTLY BETWEEN the tread of his boot was a tiny flute covered in snow.  Bruceras plucked the object from his boot and dusted it off.  He opened a zipper on the duster near his elbow and tucked the flute into a pocket.  He closed it up and pulled his carrying sack up to his chest.

How had he outsmarted us?  Obviously, Dweezil hadn’t sold us out or he’d still be alive.

The devil dug into his leather bag as I stood there in shocked silence.  The fire inside me had disappeared.  I didn’t want to go down without a fight, but my options were limited now.  Cheryl stood with her mouth hanging open.  Our great plan had been obliterated with one punch.

Bruceras produced four thin strips of silver.  He began mumbling under his breath, setting a spell on the materials.  Silver sparks jumped off the objects and a devious grin formed on the devil’s face.  

“Ditch the coats and hold out your arms,” he ordered.

Powerless in the situation, we both followed his directions, then held out our arms.  He instructed, “Bare your wrist by pulling up your sleeves.”

We both hiked up the sleeves on our right arms to our elbows.  He slapped Cheryl’s wrist with one of the straight pieces of silver and it latched onto her.  The bracelet molded around her wrist forming an unbreakable connection.

He hit me next and the cold metal dug uncomfortably into my flesh, grabbing hold of me.  Pulses of magic flowed from the bracelet, allowing me to feel its power.  Bruceras took the third strip of silver and slapped it onto his left wrist.

He looked over us, and said, “If you get farther than ten feet from me, you will die.”

He held up the fourth piece of silver.  “Just a demonstration of what will happen.”

He spun in a one-eighty and threw the silver strand with all his might.  It rotated end over end as it sailed toward a snow-covered tree branch.  As soon as it cleared ten feet, a silver explosion almost blinded me.  I heard the huge branch buckle and then fall to the ground, crashing loudly.  At least, I assumed that had happened.

My eyes were still watering from the flash of bright light.  When I was able to see again, I noticed a blackened and splintered tree branch scattered across the landscape before me.  The circumference where the branch had been attached to the trunk was wider than my head.  I got the point of his demonstration and instinctively inched closer to him.

Now we had a new plan.  We would be marched to our deaths by a ruthless demon.  It was a done deal.  Everything except writing the epitaphs had been completed.  Why didn’t he just kill us right now?  What was he waiting for?

He was probably enjoying this.  The sick bastard.  He pulled a cellphone out of the inside pocket of his duster and stared at the screen.  He squinted in confusion, apparently looking for a saved number.  He nodded and held the phone up to his face.

“Sparvero.  It’s Bres.  Hey, I’m in your neck of the woods and have two fresh ones for you.”

That was why he hadn’t killed us back at the Red Cavern.  Just a little human trafficking.  Nothing to see here.

“Yeah, they’re still alive.  It’s a male and a female.”

He listened for a few seconds and said, “You can torture them, sure.  You can do whatever you want once you pay the fee.”

“All right.  I’ll meet you there in an hour.”

He hung up and put his phone away.  As he secured the buttons on his duster, he said, “We need to move.”

Cheryl and I followed close behind.  Who was this person he was selling us to?  I took stock of the current situation.  If I ran, my bracelet would explode and kill me.  If I didn’t, Bres would sell us off to someone who planned to torture us.

I knew I couldn’t escape from Bres, but maybe his friend wasn’t as powerful.  With limited options, I had no other choice.  I had to bide my time until we met up with this Sparvero character.  I couldn’t even form a plan until I got a look at the guy.

How had the original plan gone awry already?  Right now, I should have had the Harp in my hand.  Dweezil should have been heading out into the world to form a life of his own.  And Cheryl was going to return to Pittsburgh.  Instead, one of us was dead and two more seemed destined to follow.

I hustled through the woods to stay close to Bruceras, who was setting a brisk pace.  Mud stained snow flew from the back of his boots, the nasty speckles finding a home on the pantlegs of my jeans.  I’d escaped near-death situations before, but this had a different feel to it.

In the other instances, there was a little bit of hope attached to the situations.  But there was no getting out of this.  The more I thought about it, the more I realized Bruceras wouldn’t just hand us off to some idiot.  I’d spit in the face of death one too many times.  I knew it would finally catch up with me.

I contemplated whether the explosion would kill Bruceras too.  If I was going to die, I could at least make sure he did too.  My scattered mind quickly dismissed that option.  His demonstration had proved that the explosion was concentrated. 

We’d been showered with shredded scraps of the tree branch, but the actual blast hadn’t touched us.  He wouldn’t have set something up that would get him killed too.  

Fook.

We came upon another big clearing with a small pond.  I noticed a streak of silver just beneath the surface.

In an instant, the water from the pond fountained into the air.  Before the liquid showered back down, a bright figure emerged from the pond, his dripping body outlined in a bright silver glow.  But it wasn’t sparkly or glittery or in any way pretty.  The haggard figure sped toward us, and as it neared, I recognized the man dressed in black.  Vlad the Impaler.
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BEFORE BRUCERAS HAD a chance to move, the speedy vampire lowered his shoulder and rammed the other devil, knocking him back.  Cheryl and I hustled to stay close to Bruceras.  Vlad studied us with a confused look on his reconstructed face.

“Run,” he screamed.  “Get out of here.”

Cheryl held up her wrist, showing him the bracelet.  She yelled, “We can’t.  If we get outside of ten feet, our bracelets explode.”

I could only assume that Vlad was paying us back for not taking the buckets of his swampy remains far enough to sever his silver cord.  Or he wanted to kill Bruceras for ordering a hasty execution.  Whatever the reason, it was the first time I was relieved to see a devil.

Bruceras ran at the much smaller Vlad and threw a slow, looping right hand.  Vlad ducked, clearing the attempt easily, and Cheryl and I moved closer.  We stood right behind Bruceras, who reached out and gathered in his opponent for a bear hug. 

Most people thought that supernatural fights were all about slinging fireballs and lightning or busting out some crazy magic spell.  To be fair, most of them were.  The rest involved firearms or gritty hand-to-hand combat where things could get really personal. 

Vlad groaned as Bruceras tried to squeeze the life out of him.  I thought about killing Bruceras from behind and called fire to my hand.  The rush started in my midsection, then up into my shoulder and raced down my arm.  It worked this time as my hand tingled in anticipation.

Before it materialized in my palm, Vlad broke the hold and Bruceras stumbled backwards, crashing into Chery and me.

We fell to the ground, and the Bruceras barely maintained his balance.  Vlad moved in quickly and dove at Bruceras with his left arm extended.  It looked like a classic clothesline at first, but Vlad hooked his arm around his opponent’s neck.  His momentum swung him around behind Bruceras and he cinched a chokehold.

Cheryl and I scrambled on our hands and knees to chase the two brawlers.  Bruceras backpedaled unsteadily and fell, slamming Vlad into the ground.  Despite the heavy impact of the fall, Vlad maintained his chokehold.  Foamy spit fountained up from Bruceras’s mouth as he gagged and fought to break free.

With a sudden jerk of his body, Bruceras rolled onto his side and then made it to his knees.  He stood up with Vlad still hanging on for dear life.  Bruceras’s bloodshot eyes searched around for an answer and his wobbly legs staggered backward.

Cheryl and I raced after the two devils as Bruceras picked up more speed.  Unknowingly, Bruceras rammed Vlad’s back into the trunk of an oak tree.  Vlad’s hold was broken and Bruceras took a few steps forward, gasping for air.

His head swiveled from Cheryl and me to Vlad.  The latter’s fingers started to glow silver.  Bruceras turned his attention to Vlad, who formed two argent batons, each about twelve inches long.  

Fooking lightsabers?  Okay, this just became much more dangerous.  I’d been trying to stay really close to Bruceras because of the unpredictable nature of fights, but I had a feeling the ten-foot limit would be tested soon.

Bruceras crouched down and circled his opponent.  I sidestepped, following him from behind.  The two men continued sizing each other up.  I called fire to my hand again, but before it could take form, Vlad jumped at the other devil, drawing his glowing baton back.  

Vlad came down with his charged weapon and struck Bruceras on his wrist.  Silver sparks sprang from the impact and a mangled ring fell innocuously into the snow.  I looked at my bracelet and the sparkle was gone.

“Go, now,” Vlad screamed, and Bruceras punched him in the chest with the heel of his palm.  

Cheryl took off at a dead sprint, and surprisingly, so did Bruceras.  Both in opposite directions.  Vlad recovered quickly and started after the devil.  I was torn on what to do.  Vlad could kill Bruceras, but I wanted to make sure.  In fact, I wanted to help Vlad.  I still needed to get the Harp from Bruceras, who still had the leather carryall over his shoulder.

I hated to admit it, but if Vlad fell at the hands of Bruceras, I didn’t know if I could win a one-on-one battle.  Constantly shapeshifting to maintain the appearance of a man had been aging me.  I had barely been sleeping.  I was still sore from the beating I took at Mike’s. 

Magic relied on energy and I was running out of it.  The reckless side of me wanted to throw caution to the wind and chase after the devils.

Instead, I turned and ran after Cheryl who was about thirty yards ahead.  She disappeared as the woods grew denser with evergreens dusted in snow.  I had to follow the sounds of her feet.  A few steps into the chase, I slipped on a patch of ice and my feet left the ground.  My back landed first, knocking the wind out of me.

When I recovered, I rose to my feet and realized how fooked I was.  The sounds of Cheryl’s footsteps had ceased.  I stood in the middle of a silent forest.  I didn’t know where I was or how to get out of here.  My Raven’s Eye.  I could have the Morrigan help me out.

I pried open the skin on my wrist and pressed my thumb over the eye to activate it.  Ten seconds passed and I didn’t feel the normal burning sensation in my wrist.  I moved my thumb aside and stared at a dull burgundy eyeball.  Why wasn’t it working?

I didn’t know if I should stay still or start moving.  A sitting duck or a lost wanderer?  Which was worse?  The obvious choice was to keep going in a direction opposite to the one which Bruceras had gone.  With my heart thumping, I put one boot in front of the next and plunged deeper into the frosty forest.

The heat suit kept me warm so I wasn’t worried about freezing to death.  I would starve long before that.  I walked for what must have been an hour across the white landscape.  No signs of Cheryl or Bruceras or Vlad.  No animals either except for a few bird’s whistling from a great distance.

Alone and lost, I had a tough choice to make.  If I went further into the woods, I could wind up lost and never get out.  If I turned around and walked straight, it would lead me to the entrance point where we had arrived.  Taking that route carried the possibility of running into Bruceras.

Neither option inspired confidence in me.  Fook.  The Harp had slipped right through my fingers.  When we had arrived, I thought this would be an easy victory.  How had Bruceras found out about our plan?  Then a horrible thought hit me.

Cheryl.  Was it her?  Had she sold us out?  It would have been almost impossible.  I’d spent almost every waking minute with her in the Red Cavern.  Maybe someone had overheard us and reported back to Bruceras.  I had to stop worrying and find a way out of this mess.

My first instinct to shift into a dragon would face problems.  First, I was low on energy and my magic had been maxed out.  Second, the dense wooded area would cause me to hit lots of tree branches when I ascended and probably prevent me from escaping.  

In the past, I’d never had to take any of this into consideration.  I’d used as much magic as I’d wanted without repercussions.  Ironically, it was the lava bath from my first trip to the Red Cavern that had caused my magical problems.  Now I had to use my magic wisely, rather than heave it recklessly at every bad guy.

It was a strange transition that I didn’t like.  I would have to be more cerebral and craftier in the future, which started now.  I couldn’t count on my magic to bail me out, anymore.  It left me feeling hollow.  Helpless.

I made a deal with myself.  I would walk toward Cheryl for another half-hour.  If I couldn’t find her in that time, I’d turn around and head for the exit.  

I wandered through the woods peeking continuously over my shoulders, searching for Bruceras.  I came to another clearing, and as I brushed a snow-crusted bush to the side, there she was.  My eyes widened in excitement as I stared at Cheryl sitting on a fallen tree trunk.

Her head jerked toward me and a relieved smile spread across her face.  She rose slowly to her feet as I approached.  We still weren’t out of the woods yet, though.  Literally and figuratively.  The reunion spiked my confidence and injected some new energy into my ragged body.  

Cheryl looked spent.  Her face was covered in tears, her punky hair was a mess and she shivered despite the protection of her heat suit.  My body slammed into her and I gripped my arms around her for a big bearhug.  I even picked her up off the ground, which surprised her.

“I thought I’d never see you again,” she said, her voice sounding a little deeper than normal.  “Is he still alive?” 

I shrugged.  “Not sure.  I hope he’s dead.  But if not, I’m going after him.”

“What?  Are you crazy?”

“Guilty as charged.  I need to come clean with you.”  I started to shift into my normal self. 

Cheryl’s facial features twisted in disbelief as my hair grew longer and turned scarlet.  My body shrank slightly, and my clothes loosened.  Without the service of a mirror, I assumed I looked old as shit.

I put the ball in her court.  “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

She shook her head and looked away.  Something was different about her.  And not just the shocked look on her face from my shift.  “Nope,” she muttered under her breath.

I stepped closer to her and massaged her shoulder.  “I know this is a lot to take in right now, but I’m sick of acting like someone else.”

She slapped my hand away, spun to face me and wrapped her hands around my neck.  What the fook?  I tried to break the hold as her face started to blur and swirl around.  Her arms grew bigger and stronger, firming their grip around my throat.
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CHERYL’S JEANS EXPLODED from her growing body but the heat suit only expanded.  A duster took form and I noticed the carryall slung over his shoulder.  How could he shift like that?  I quickly realized that he hadn’t shifted and had utilized an illusion spell to hide his true form.  Tricky devil.

As he grew taller, my feet lifted off the ground and he raised his arms above his head.  My body dangled in mid air as I gagged, fighting for oxygen.  I tried kicking him, but my tired body combined with Bruceras’s size prevented me from landing anything substantial.

As the oxygen started to run out and the end neared, my thoughts went to the start of the week.  I’d saved some of the citizens from Ice Heart.  Now they were at his mercy and the winter in Pittsburgh would never end.  I’d failed on both missions.  How did Bruceras know about the flute?

Holy shit.  With oxygen running out, my brain came up with a brilliant idea.  I ran my hand down the sleeve of Bruceras’s duster and found a zipper near his elbow.  Carefully, I inched the zipper open with my thumb.  I positioned my palm underneath in case the object fell out.

Link by link, I opened the zipper and felt a piece of cold metal hit my hand.  I grabbed Ice Heart’s flute and raised my shaky arm up to my trembling lips.  How could I blow into this thing?  I had nothing left in my lungs.  Sharp colors streaked through my vision, indicating that I would pass out soon.

I cupped the flute in my hand so Bruceras wouldn’t see it, held it to my lips and thought I was blowing but no sound came from the instrument.  With Bruceras’s grunting, I couldn’t tell if it was making any sound.  The oxygen deprivation caused my hand to sag and fall to my side.  

The world around me slowed.  The sounds of the ocean filled my ears.  My brain felt heavy.  Everything went black.

A sudden impact jolted me awake.  Barely.  My eyelids wouldn’t open, but I was conscious.  Apparently, Bruceras had tossed me to the ground. 

“Time to end this bitch once and for all,” Bruceras said.  

My eyelids flickered open to see the bottom of Bruceras’s boot racing toward my face.  A strange sound, like something burrowing through the ground, grabbed the devil’s attention and stopped his motion.  I turned my head to the right and Ice Heart was streaking toward us.

I sat up and noticed that Bruceras’s eyes were bulging out of his head.  Ice Heart scooted up, coming to an abrupt stop in front of Bruceras.  

“What are you doing here?” Bruceras asked, confused.

Ice Heart didn’t answer his question.  Instead he sauntered up to me as I scrambled to my feet and backed away.  He said, “I told you I’d be back to kill you.”

“So you came on your own volition?” Bruceras asked.

“No.  You summoned me,” he returned, pacing toward me.

“I did nothing of the sort, but since you are here...”  Bruceras hinted.

“Anything you order, master,” Ice Heart said.

I slid my feet backward steadily, putting more distance between me and these two knuckleheads.  When Ice Heart focused his attention back on me, I held the flute in front of my chest.  Four eyes almost bulged out of the two men’s heads.

Bruceras fumbled with his sleeve, his fingers poking into the open pocket.  As much as I wanted to kill this asshole myself, I didn’t have enough energy or power to take him on.  If Vlad hadn’t been able to take him out, what chance did I have?

I looked right into the menacing blue eyes of Ice Heart.  In my best Tony Montana voice, I said, “Kill that piece of shit.”  I pointed directly at Bruceras’s chest.  Directly at the man who had raped me and had tried to kill me several times.

The men turned to each other and appeared confused.  I said, “Let’s go.  I’m your master now.  Kill him.”

The ice monster shrugged and muttered what sounded like an apology under his breath, then charged at Bruceras.  I sat back to enjoy the mayhem I’d just unleashed.

Two enormous bodies smashed into each other, and Bruceras tumbled backward.  The two men rolled around, fighting for position and grunting like animals.  The ideal scenario would be if they killed each other at the same time.

Bruceras escaped from the grappling and made it back to his feet.  He extended his arms and fire sprang from his fingertips, engulfing the ice monster, who screamed in primal agony.  His icy exterior melted rapidly under the fiery assault.  The liquid dribbled toward Bruceras.

My stomach turned as the tiny body inside the enchanted ice started to appear.  Bruceras allowed his flames to dissolve and took two paces closer to the wrinkled, old man.  He pulled a long knife from inside the duster.  The dark dragon glass blade caught a few lazy rays of the sun and glimmered dangerously.

Bruceras jabbed toward Ice Heart’s throat with the point of the blade.  The old man ducked down, and in a crouched position, he slid along his ice track.  He shot right between Bruceras’s wide stance and ended up behind the devil.

Within a second, his icy exterior reconstructed and he returned to his original size.  Bruceras spun to meet his ten-foot tall opponent.  Ice Heart leaned down and unleashed an uppercut that landed on Bruceras’s crotch.  A demon dick punch.  Good.  The devil doubled over, grabbing his manhood.

Ice Heart had the upper hand, but I called on some of my magic in case things went south.  I was almost out of energy, so I recast the protection spell around my body.  I brought my fire to the surface.  If Ice Heart was victorious, I couldn’t be sure he would respect the flute and not come after me.

I let the fire build inside as Ice Heart landed a clean punch on Bruceras’s jaw.  His head whipped to the side and a spurt of black blood shot from his mouth.  Ice Heart threw a straight left that connected with his opponent’s nose.  Dark blood exploded again, racing from his nostrils and dribbling down his face into the snow.

With Bruceras dazed, Ice Heart released a wicked combination of punches that a prizefighter would have been proud of.  His last punch landed right below Bruceras’s right eye.  The devil stumbled to the side and fell face down in the snow.

Ice Heart blew on his knuckles and seemed to be relishing the fight.  He circled Bruceras’s still body and I wondered why he wasn’t finishing him off.  He made a fist, then straightened his hand.  It appeared he was debating how he should kill the devil.

“Just end him,” I told Ice Heart and held up the little flute.

Ice Heart balled his two giant hands together as he hovered above the fallen Bruceras.  He raised his hands up high, preparing to crush his opponent’s skull.  His arms started coming down like a guillotine.  In a flash, Bruceras made it to his knees, spun around and went on the attack.

The obsidian blade was now glowing orange.  In an uppercut motion, Bruceras dragged the knife from the ground.  The blade tore into Ice Heart’s thigh, then slashed his belly, continued up his chest and finally sliced through the monster’s chin.

Ice Heart’s enchanted ice shell melted instantly, leaving the hoary man vulnerable.  Before the ice monster could reconfigure his exterior, the devil slashed again.  This time, Bruceras used a horizontal swipe, right across Ice Heart’s neck.  Oh, fook.

I coalesced the flames inside me, trying to make them as powerful as possible.  Ice Heart’s human body shriveled into a mass of wrinkled skin the size of a beachball.  I hastily combined the flames and sent them to my hand.

I didn’t have time to develop them into a perfect circle for maximum efficiency as Bruceras turned and faced me with an evil grin.  Even though I wished I had more time, it was now or never.  I widened the mass of flames and heaved them at Bruceras’s midsection.

Bruceras tried to jump with his legs spread to allow the flaming mass to miss his body.  Unfortunately for him, his foot slipped on a patch of ice.  He didn’t get the height he wanted, and the fire slammed into his genitals.  The wide mass tore through his hips too, then traveled out the backside, tearing his buttocks to shreds.

I hadn’t planned it that way, but life worked in funny ways.

A shrieking scream that threatened to pierce my eardrums cut through the frozen forest.  Bruceras crashed to the ground, dark blood gushing from where his penis used to be.

“That is what we call poetic justice, right there,” I boasted.  It didn’t get any more personal than this.

He stared down at his mangled manhood, and through short, chirping breaths, he said, “The fuck did you do?”  

“The right thing for once,” I said.  I conjured a bastard sword and planned to shove the point of the blade through his heart.  The leather grip materialized in my palm, then the cross-guard took form, followed by the short silver blade.

“You’re going to pay for what you did to me,” I said, as he writhed around in pain.  “I wish you hadn’t been standing next to Merlin in Machu Picchu when I pushed him out of the way.  I never meant to save your life from Balor, but I did.  And now I’m going to end it.”

I stood over the shuddering body of the man who had caused me more mental anguish than anyone else.  I shifted my grip and got ready to plunge the blade through his chest.  I caught a blurry image out of my peripheral.

Before I realized it, Bruceras had swung his hand toward me.  By the time I figured it out, the glowing blade of his knife was screaming toward my belly.  I sucked in my gut and backed away, but he was too quick.  I held my hand out in defense and the edge of the blade chewed through my palm and didn’t stop.

The momentum continued and his shank sliced across my belly, just below my navel.  The bastard sword fell from my hand and fluttered into the snow a few feet away.  Before I could react, Bruceras reached up and grabbed hold of my ear.

He pulled me in and head-butted me, ramming his dense forehead into mine.  Silver streaks entered my vision as a pair of gigantic hands closed around my throat.  What the fook had just happened?  I had been about to strike the death blow.

He rolled me over, positioning himself above me, still grunting in pain as he firmed his grip.  I gagged and flopped around, trying to break free.  But he was too big and too strong.  I was out of energy and I’d been aging, depleting any power I might have in the reserves.

“You stole my manhood.  But I am going to violate you in ways you’ve deemed unimaginable.  And it’s all your fault, you stupid bitch.”  He threw the sack with the Harp aside.  I couldn’t believe he’d held onto it during the previous fights.

I thought about the meaning of the word hurricane referring to the female slaves.  Something began to stir inside me.  I thought about Cheryl and all the other women who’d been wronged by abusive men.  

With the pent-up rage of a million women running through me, a surge of energy started in my toes and raced up to my forehead.  Strength built inside me in the form of the ghosts of all those women, begging to be released.  I felt my biceps swell as the oxygen almost ran out.

The world went dark momentarily, before an explosion of red nearly blinded me.  A ginger storm was brewing.  My eyes shot open and my hands moved without thought.  I slapped up at Bruceras’s forearms and broke the chokehold.  Surprise ran through his dark eyes and he went for my neck again.

I smacked his shoulder and jolted him back off me.  Squirming away, I made it to my feet again.  Bruceras lunged for me, his fingertips scraping my hip as I backed away.  Because he couldn’t walk, he crawled after me, his arms reaching for my legs.

This fight encapsulated my fight to erase the memory of Bruceras.  The damn bastard just wouldn’t go away.  Now it was time to end that.  I hoped that if I killed Bruceras once and for all, the horrible flashbacks would stop.

Without much energy or magical prowess, I went to the tried and true.  As a dragon, fire was the easiest attack for me.  Even though it had failed me earlier, I gathered the flames inside.  Bruceras kept coming at me, and I backpedaled to keep enough distance betwixt us.

He wasn’t even trying to use magic.  That told me his injury was so severe that either it had limited his use of magic or he had to concentrate on the wound and couldn’t access his special abilities.  The orange glow on the blade returned to obsidian.  Bruceras threw it aside and continued to drag his body through the snow leaving a wide trail of blood.

I felt like my belly was going to explode into flames from the fire I was gathering.  Since I was trying to kill a devil, I decided to up the ante on my attack.  I drew flames to my hands, and I felt them mingling with the blood in my left hand.  Blood fire.

I pointed my hands at Bruceras as the flames ran up my chest and into my throat, where it contacted some more of my blood.  The bloody flames ran through my mouth and shot out in a steady stream.  I followed it by blasting him with the fire coming from my hands.

The flames engulfed his entire body.  Blood fire.  Poetically, it resembled lava, and tore through his flesh and bones, searching for organs to destroy.  Feral shrieks erupted from the wall of flames, and after a few seconds, the carnal sounds were gone.  Only the sounds of rippling fire remained.

The intense fire ate away at his body, turning a once proud devil into a damp pile of ashes.  Within the darkness, I could see little bits of silver.  His cord.  The wind picked up and I kicked his ashes into it, trying to sever his silver cord.  I scattered the wet chunks of his remains around so that they couldn’t reassemble. 

Drained of energy, I collapsed into the snow, blood leaking from my hand and gut.  Bres and Ice Heart were finally dead, and the Harp was just outside my reach.  I could barely move so I hadn’t a clue as to how I would escape these woods and make it to safety.  All signs pointed to me dying out here.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 31



[image: image]


I TRIED TO GET TO MY feet and fell on my face.  Fook it.  I hooked the strap of the leather carryall around my arm and started to crawl toward the exit.  Was I going the right direction?  I couldn’t tell.  

I felt old.  Weary.  Cranky.  My bones were sore.  It was as if Bres had teamed up with Father Time during our brawl.  The aches and pains all over my body took a backseat to the knife wounds.  Then the discomfort centered in my wrist and started to burn.  The Raven’s Eye.

I stretched open my skin and a radiant eye stared at me.  I tapped it to send a message to the Morrigan.  My heart jumped as words came from the device.  “Please record your message.”

After the beep, I said, “Mo.  I’m stuck in the woods in St. Louis.  I need help getting out of here.  You can track me through the Raven’s Eye.”

A few seconds later, the Morrigan’s voice sounded from the eye, “Holy shit.  Thought we lost you.  One of my birds in the area saw Bres pick up the flute.  I thought you were a goner.  Stay put.  Help is on the way.”

Ah, the perks of being friends with the Goddess of Death.  Relief pumped through me.  I wouldn’t die in the middle of nowhere.  Another surge of pride rushed from head to toe, leaving a tingly feeling.  I’d killed Ice Heart and Bres.  I had the item I needed to stop the never-ending winter in Pittsburgh.

I’d done well.  I’d saved the little Alexises of Pittsburgh.  And their parents.  Unfortunately, my happiness was marred because I still felt bad about what had happened to Mike Merlino.  I’d caused plenty of mayhem in my day, but this situation wore on me more than all those other events combined.

The euphoria died and the agonizing pain in my stomach returned.  

Ferocious flapping sounds captured my attention, and I lifted my head.  An enormous raven circled above, descending into the clearing.  The creature landed, and as it walked toward me, it morphed into the Morrigan.

Within three steps, the avian creature had disappeared.  The Morrigan strode toward me with her voluminous cloak sweeping the ground.  She grinned and leaned down.  “Shit.  You need some help, girl.”

“Yeah.  I need to get to Goibniu’s to get some of his elixir,” I told her.

She pointed at my gut, “You might need a doctor first for those cuts.”

I checked out the blood still gushing from my palm.  “I’ll be all right once I get some of that nectar.”

“You sure?  We can stop at Clara Spiritus and see Dian Cécht first,” she said.  It was probably the wisest move right now.  “You can drop off that Harp to the Dagda too.”

I shook my head.  “I can’t give the Harp to the Dagda yet.”

“Why not?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Because I want to give it to Mike so he can return it to the Celtic Gods,” I informed her.

“Ohhh.  That guy is pissed at you, by the way.”  She paused for a moment as she inspected my wounds.  “When I told him about the flute, he said you can shove it up your ass.  He’s super pissed off.”  She held out her hand.

“I know,” I said, grabbing her hand and pulling myself up.  I stumbled, and the Morrigan hooked my arm and held me up.  “That’s why I’m trying to make him look like the hero.  Maybe he’ll forgive me.  It really wasn’t my fault.”  

I caught my balance, and she removed her hand from my arm.

“I know you’re tough but you need some work on those wounds.  Goibniu’s medical staff can handle these little cuts,” said Mo.

The acute pain from the cuts intensified and a wash of numbness swept over my body.  The kind where your heart stops momentarily, and you are unsure of whether it will start up again.  Then fire.  My body started to overheat.  And my heart started back up, racing out of control.

Before shock took over and I passed out, I said, “I got him, Mo.  I got him good.”

The Morrigan smirked.  “You can tell me all about it in the air, champ.”  She began to shift into a raven, and I clutched the bag with the Harp inside close to my chest.
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I HEARD A THUD AGAINST my front door and my heart raced.  Another double thud alerted me that Mike was here and he wasn’t happy.  I hustled over and opened the door.  My stitched belly was still tender and my nervousness caused some sudden discomfort.

He deadpanned me and clenched his fist.  I thought he would hit me, but instead, he nodded sharply.  “Make it fast.  What do you want?”   

“First, I want to apologize,” I said softly, and he walked past me into my house.

“Fuck you, how about that?”

I gritted my teeth.  “I get it.  I deserve that.  I just want you to know it wasn’t my plan.”

“No one from the Red Cavern has come after me at my new house,” he said as he entered my kitchen.  “You go there and within a few days, they unleash hell on my house and family.  Just doesn’t add up.”

I opened the fridge and offered him a can of Coke.  “Here, maybe this will make you feel better.”

He stared at me with wide, crazy eyes and swiped the can from me.  He spun around and fired the can into the next room where it slammed into the wall and exploded.  Next, he grabbed the edge of my table with two hands and overturned it.  The fruit bowl tumbled to the ground and was smashed by the table.

He screamed, “How do you like having your house destroyed?”  He opened my cabinet with all the glasses and reached inside.  He made a swiping motion, and twenty or so glasses fell to the ground, shattering on impact.  “How’s it fucking feel, bitch?”

Titania flew into the kitchen.  “Hey.  What’s going on here?”

Mike didn’t pay attention to her and grabbed a cast iron pan from the hanging rack.  He started bashing my microwave and stove.

Titania cruised over, right in front of his face.  “Listen, mister.  You better settle your ass down...”

I cut her off, “Don’t, Titania.  Not now.”

“I’m just trying to help you out,” she said, her head cocked to the side in confusion.

I said, “I know, but now is not the time.  Please give us some privacy.”

Titania flew into the other room and I turned to Mike.  He stood there with the cast iron pan and a flushed face.  He was almost panting like a predator.  “You wrecked my fucking life.  You kicked my pregnant girlfriend in the stomach, you monster.  We have no idea if the baby is all right.”

“I meant to hit her in the head,” I tried to explain.  “She jumped.  Is Dante going to be okay?  What about your friend and Alayna?”

He stared at me, incredulous.  “Reg and Alayna are going to be all right.  Dante hasn’t spoken a word since the incident.  He wakes up three or four times a night screaming in terror.  All he does is stare out the window all day and night.  So you tell me?  Is he going to be okay?”

“Mike.  I am so sorry.”

I’d barely finished the words, and he exploded, “Save your sorries, okay.  You say that word one more time and I’m going to kill you.  You’re not sorry no matter how much of an act you put on.  You’re a cold-hearted bitch, and everyone knows it.”

“Listen.  I understand your anger.”  I went into the living room and grabbed the Harp off the coffee table.  As I entered the kitchen, I held it out with extended arms.  “Here.  Why don’t you play this and save Pittsburgh?”

He huffed out a little laugh.  “I can’t.  Only a God or a devil has the power to operate it.”

I didn’t even know that detail.  “Then why don’t you give it back to the Dagda?  I’ll tell him you rescued it.”

He pushed the Harp into my chest.  “Everyone knows that you got the Harp.  The Morrigan has been bragging about it.  Besides, that’s your golden ticket.  Your key to apotheosis.”

“What?” I asked as I’d forgotten about my deal with the Dagda.

“Yep.  That’s right.  You’re being inducted into the pantheon.  Congratu-fucking-lations.  Hope it didn’t cost you too much.  It only cost me my house, my son and my unborn child.  You burned down my house and wrecked my life.  But why would you give a shit about that?”

He turned around and walked out the front door, leaving it wide open.  I’d finally received what I had wanted for hundreds of years.  They were accepting me as a Goddess.  So why did I feel like such a shitbag?  Until recently, I had been a cold-hearted she bitch.

The ice around my heart had melted when I’d faced all the individuals I’d taken magic from.  Because I’d been through a lot with Darabond going missing, I discarded other people’s problems.  I’d never realized these people were experiencing the same pain as I was.  Somehow, I’d justified my actions thinking that I had it worse than everyone else did.

Seeing the pain firsthand with Alexis and Mike made me realize that I wasn’t the only one with problems.  
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I TOOK THE LONG WAY to get to the Triskele Room because I wanted to savor the experience.  I wandered around the valley between the two mountains in the home of the Celtic Gods.  The Dagda’s Harp had returned home.  All thanks to me.

I still felt rotten about Mike’s situation.  Why couldn’t I shake the guilt?  It had never clung to me for this long before.  Maybe because I knew he would be here today and I was dreading seeing him.  I’d lost an ally in Mike and one-half of my girlfriend count in the Sphinx.

The never-ending winter in Pittsburgh would soon come to a close.  The Dagda’s Harp would shift the city into spring.  

I decided that I could become a Goddess and raise my dragons.  The Morrigan would have to cover for me, but I could bribe her somehow.  

I should have felt good about killing Bres and returning the Harp, but the collateral damage still haunted me.  Alexis lost her mother.  Dweezil was almost a free man.  Cheryl had disappeared, and I still wondered what happened to her.  Then there was Mike.  

The sound of someone clearing their throat startled me.  I whirled around and stood face to face with my mother.  We were finally alone.

“What do you want?” I asked.

She had a troubled look on her red face and avoided eye contact.  “Hello to you too.”

This was highly suspicious.  Even though her tone was a bit sour, she’d never been remotely cordial before.  “Do I have to ask again?”

She took a deep breath and said, “I know we’ve had our differences, but I wanted to warn you before you marched to your death.”

Marched to my death?  What the hell was she talking about?  “We’ve had our differences because you condemned me right after my birth.”

“Yes.”  She pinched the bridge of her nose.  “I wanted to talk about that since this will be the final time we see each other.”

What?  Final time?

“The reason,” she went on, “I’ve been less than cordial with you is because of the prophecy.  I’m sure your father told you about it.”

“Prophecy?  What prophesy?” I asked, confused.

“You can’t be serious?”  She stood with her mouth agape.  “Who have you seen so far today?”

“I haven’t seen anyone yet.  Just you.  What’s this prophecy?” I wanted to know.

Her eyes lit up, prompting me to scan the area for her henchmen.  I didn’t trust her one bit.  

She said, “The day you were conceived, Nuada and I were sneaking back into Clara Spiritus when we bumped into Aaric the Oracle.”

Aaric had predicted many events in the past and was known as one of the most accurate oracles in history. 

Frigid continued, “His eyes bulged and his finger pointed right at my belly.  In a raspy voice, he said, ‘you are carrying the monster.  You are carrying the one that will end the world.’  We didn’t know what he was talking about until I discovered I was pregnant.”

She peered around, then said quietly, “That’s when we realized Aaric was talking about you.  With his track record, I didn’t know what to do.  I didn’t want to be responsible for ending the world.  Any world for that matter.  So Nuada and I devised a plan.”

I stood there in shock, waiting for more of this story.

“When you were born, we stripped you of your innate magic through a blood ritual.  Ironic, no?” she asked rhetorically and lifted her crimson eyebrows.

Okay.  The fangs had come back out.  She wasn’t playing nice momma anymore.  

Her voice grew firmer, her words sharper, “Once your magic was gone, we sent you to Sleepy Willow.  We agreed that he would keep an eye on you and if you exhibited anything extraordinary...well...”

She couldn’t finish the sentence.  My death sentence. 

My mother continued, “Your father told me about his visits to see you.  I was happy that you settled down and found a husband.  I hoped you would lead a long and boring life full of love, joy and happiness.  I truly did.  But all that changed when Darabond went missing.”

That event was the moment everything had changed in my life.  When I’d realized he wasn’t coming home.

“I planned to come see you after that.  No woman deserves to go through that.”  She paused for a few moments, looking around the valley.  “Right before I left to visit you in Sleepy Willow, I heard the rumors of your magic thievery.  The words of Aaric started ringing in my ears again.”

“And then there was Machu Picchu,” she said, shaking her head with her eyes closed.  “Your father was supposed to take you there and let you die heroically.  But you just wouldn’t die.  In fact, the Gods wanted to induct you into the pantheon after you defeated Balor.  I realized then and there that you had the ability to destroy the world.  I’m sorry, but I had to tell them about the prophecy.”

My hand lashed out on its own volition and bitch slapped Brighid flush on her left cheek.  “You fooking bitch.  So you told them I was your daughter?”  

Why had we been doing this weird dance for all these years?

She raised her head and leveled her eyes with mine as the outline of a handprint formed on her cheek.  She massaged her jaw and said, “I may have omitted that part.”

“Well, my day is finally here.  Get out of my way,” I told her and shoved her aside.

“No,” she said and paused.  “If you walk into the Triskele Room you will be arrested and turned over to the Supreme Council.”

“What?  No.  This is my ceremony.  This is my big day.  Even Mike Merlino said it.”  Was she lying to me?  Probably.

Frigid sighed.  “He’s the one who suggested it in the first place.  It pays to know one’s enemies.  The induction ceremony was only a cloak to hide the true purpose of the event.”

“Why should I trust you?”  It actually made sense that Mike would turn on me after I’d destroyed his life.

“You don’t have to.  You can go in if you want.”  She stepped aside.  “As I said, I am trying to be nice.  It’s just not in my nature.  After all that we’ve been through, when it finally came down to it, I don’t want to see my daughter die.”      

I was caught in a rough spot.  My first instinct was to not trust my mother.  But the Gods weren’t allowed to lie in Clara Spiritus.  They could lie anywhere else, but not here.  I’d long thought that my mother had found a way around it, though.

She said, “In their eyes, you went and saved the Dagda’s Harp, but four devils lay in your wake.  I think that convinced the Gods that the prophecy carried some truth.”

“The Gods are declaring war against me,” I said, thinking out loud.

“War?  Ha,” she huffed in derision.  “Don’t flatter yourself.”  

And the bitch had returned.  The look on her face was frozen in my mind.  I’d been underestimated my entire life.  I’d seen that mocking smirk a thousand times.

As much as I wanted to slap the look off her face, I said, “You just said the Gods are afraid I’m going to end the world.  Obviously, I present a real threat.”

Her smirk melted into her natural frown.  “Do what you will.  I’ve warned you so my hands are clean of the matter.”

She turned to walk away, took three steps and stopped.  She turned slightly, and I watched her profile as she spoke, “Your husband.”  She paused.  “Talk to a man named Gunther Reddingdale in Squirrel Hill.  Ask him about the battle at Bone Island.”

And then I was looking at my mother’s back as she walked away.  Was she lying?  Why would she tell me something about my husband?  With my head swimming, I came up with a test.

If she were lying in Clara Spiritus, her magic would cease to work, including her defenses.  I cast a hemlock death spell that looked like a dull green cloud, barely visible.  As I heaved it at my unsuspecting mother, I envisioned two possible outcomes.

My mother would inhale the cloud and if her magic wasn’t working, it could kill her.  Then I would step over her lying body and attend my ceremony.  

Instead, I watched the green fog meet resistance in the form of Frigid’s fiery protection aura.  She wasn’t lying.  I stared for a few seconds as my dream dissolved in front of me.  I turned around and headed straight for the exit portal.  I didn’t wait to watch the clash of magic that was basically mocking me for thinking the Gods would accept me.

Why had the Gods suddenly turned on me?  Why hadn’t the Morrigan told me about this stuff?  I peeked over my shoulder and saw my mother’s body disappear up over the ridge.  

At first, I couldn’t believe she had warned me.  Then I realized that she had probably taken some sadistic pleasure in being the one to tell me.  I would have thought she’d want to witness my execution, which meant she had a small sliver of warmth in her heart.

As for me, the frost was starting to glaze over my chest again.  I’d tried to be nice to the Gods.  The Dagda had used me to retrieve his Harp and now he planned to kill me.  I felt bad about the citizens of Pittsburgh, but I needed to use the Harp for my own benefit now.  Without a devil playing the Harp and extending the winter, it would soon come to an end anyway.

There was a fallen God who would pay a hefty ransom for the Harp.  In exchange, I could obtain something that would give me great leverage over a Norse God.  Then I could call in my favor from Zeus.  Now, I really needed my dragons to hatch.

I’d been abandoned by my family and the Gods.  Then it hit me.  As dysfunctional as they were, I’d seen the Gods as my family.  I yearned to be accepted by the family, to be a part of it.  Another burning desire was that I wanted to be on the same level as my mother.  But all that was over now.

It was time to start my own family.  And I would have my revenge against the Celtic Gods.  Not right now, but they would pay for treating me like this.  I entered the portal. 

As soon as my body materialized in Pittsburgh, my phone rang.  It was Owen.  He usually texted me, so my heart skipped a beat as I swiped accept and put the phone to my ear.

“Hello?”

“Junipher,” he spoke hurriedly.  “Get to my house at once.  Something is happening.”
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I RAN TO MY JEEP AND fired it up.  With so many things vying for attention in my head, the trip to Owen’s was a blur.  It was one of those drives where you end up at the destination, but don’t remember a single moment from the trip.  

I turned off the vehicle and raced across his lawn.  Before I made it to the front porch, Owen opened the door to let me in.  I surged through the front door in excitement, almost knocking him down.

“What’s the word?” I asked as Owen led the way to his staircase and started descending into the basement.  

We entered the basement.  I threw my coat on his couch and headed straight for the incubator.  Owen stood proudly next to the device, pointing at the far-right corner.  The egg that had been beating like a heart several times was cracking at the top.

Something inside was trying to break free as a sapphire dust fell from the cracks.  A steady drumbeat from inside caused the top of the egg to expand and contract until a big flake popped off.  A tiny blue head broke through a fluid sac and emerged from the shell.

The beautiful creature blinked its lazy dark eyes with vertical yellow slashes for pupils.  The rest of the egg shell started to splinter and fray.  With a few uneven shakes, my baby dragon broke free of the sapphire shell and stepped into the world.

Owen carefully lifted the back corner of the Plexiglas and my hand raced naturally toward the opening.  The confused dragon looked around at the other shells, then he felt the temperature difference coming from the opening and turned to meet it.

The tiny reptile waddled over to the opening and stepped onto my hand.  I pulled the tiny creature covered in birthing goo straight to my heart.  I couldn’t even imagine how tiny its heart was, but I felt it beating against my ribcage.  He or she was excited.

I held the dragon away from my body and performed a quick anatomy check.  Unless I was missing something, it was a girl.  My baby was in no position to protect me yet.  That was my job for her.  I would protect and take care of her now and she would return the favor later.

“What are you going to name her?” Owen asked.

“Ossias,” I replied without hesitation.

“Seems like you’ve had that one ready to go.”

“It was the name Darabond and I planned to use for our first daughter.”  The clue my mother had given me had been buried among everything else, but I remembered I had another mission now.

“Well, I think it’s a lovely name.”

“Thank you,” I said, staring at the dragon.  “She’s a lovely creature.  I’ve never seen a sapphire dragon before.”

“Nor have I.  But it is an amazing thing to behold.”

“So none of the other eggs have budged at all, right?” I asked.

He shook his head.  “I’m afraid they haven’t.  Apparently, this girl is a leader.”

I was happy about Ossias, but worried about the rest of the dragons.  Perhaps this egg had been laid before all the rest, giving it a head start.  Ossias buried her head into my chest for warmth.  I hadn’t noticed it at first, but her body carried a strange chill, something I wouldn’t expect in a dragon.

A thought hit me.  What if Ossias was an ice dragon?  Ice dragons had gone extinct over a thousand years ago.  As near as I knew, only fire dragons still existed.  Either way, I was going to love her with all my heart.  Holding the newborn baby signaled the start of my new family.

“What did you find out about Alexis?” I asked.

“Oh, right,” he said, squinting in thought.  “She will be staying with her aunt.  Her father died a few years back, and you know about her mother.  She is an only child.  Her injured arm should heal fully.”

I asked, “Did you get an address of where’s she staying?”

“As demanded.  Her aunt’s address.”  He reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket.  He tucked the folded paper into the back pocket of my tan pants since my hands were full.

I planned to check on Alexis soon.  But first, I needed a better home for my dragons.  I would need to evict the current tenants from my father’s house, but that wouldn’t be a problem.  In fact, I just might enjoy it.

The first task at hand was to protect myself by bringing Loki to my side.  I didn’t have Lugh’s Spear, but I did have a powerful relic in the Harp.  Arawn had a burning hatred for the Dagda too.  I could take the Harp to Seattle and trade it for the briefcase that Loki needed.

From there, I could demand an army from Loki in exchange for the item he needed to kill Odin.  Throw in some members of the Greek pantheon from Zeus’s favor and I would be insulated from the Celtic Gods.  They wouldn’t want to risk pissing off two other powerful pantheons.

A thought started in the depths of my mind and waded through all the other worries to stand front and center.  The clue from my mother.  I finally had a way to find out what had really happened to my husband.  That took precedence over everything else.  

I looked down at the precious creature in my arms.  How was I supposed to raise a dragon and go on a mission to find my husband?  Or take the Harp to Seattle?  My life had just gotten a helluva lot more complicated, which I didn’t think was possible, but here we were.
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Mike Merlino


“Misunderstanding is the spoon that stirs the cauldron of life.”
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WHERE WAS JUNIPHER?  Why would she be late to her own ceremony?  

I still hated her and didn’t want to introduce her to my girlfriend, but I couldn’t keep the secret anymore.  Alayna and I had figured out that Junipher was Burnadette’s mother.  The combination of Burnadette’s stories and Alayna’s knowledge of the Celtic pantheon had revealed the truth.  Both women had thought the other had died in the lava incident.  

My girl had a right to know who her mother was.  I hadn’t told Burnadette anything about Junipher, especially leaving out the incident at my house.  I’d dropped a few hints here and there, but no real details.  But it was time for them to reunite.

Even though I thought Junipher was a terrible person, she had a right to know too.  She deserved to know that her daughter hadn’t died in the Red Cavern.  Her daughter had escaped to a better life.  Given the circumstances, I wanted to delay the reintroduction, but would there ever be a good time?

I’d realized that as a human in the Red Cavern, she wasn’t making the decisions.  Bruceras was calling the shots.  After she had completed the mission and killed Bruceras, my feelings toward her softened a bit.  Not much, but I did understand her plight now.

I was waiting nervously for Burnadette, who was being checked out by Dian Cécht.  We were about to find out if our baby was going to be all right.  My stomach swirled like the contents of one of the obsidian cauldrons that Cerridwen was stirring constantly.  My whole body was numb and tingly at the same time.  Beads of sweat covered my flesh and my stomach felt like it was tied in a knot.

Dian Cécht’s assistant, Algor, approached me and nodded his head.  “Mr. Merlino.  I’ve been sent to tell you that your child is going to be fine.  We are just going to run a few more tests, but I felt it my duty to alert you immediately.”

I reached out and hugged the man I didn’t know like he was my best friend.  “Thank you.  Thank you.  A million times thank you.”  I released my hawkish grip on him, and he nodded and scurried away.

That was everything.  The funky feeling circulating inside me dissolved instantly, replaced by a rush of euphoria.  Our child was going to be okay.  My chest heaved in and out in relief as I pumped my fist.  I still wasn’t ready to forgive Junipher completely, but this would help.

I paced in an open area by myself, taking a victory lap.  Brighid approached me.  She was breathing heavily and her face was flushed, matching her red eyes.  Her left cheek appeared to have a handprint on it.  She hugged me and gripped my shoulder for support.

“You look happy,” she observed, smiling.  “I take it Burnadette and the baby will be all right.”

Words failed me, so I just nodded.  I was ready to get this event over with and take my honey home.  “Have you seen Junipher?” I asked.

“I have.  I saw her near the portal.”

“There’s a portal in Clara Spiritus?” I asked.  Nobody had ever shown it to me.

She smirked.  It was a cute smirk, like she had a juicy secret to tell.  “There are a great many things you still need to learn.  As for Junipher, she said to tell the Gods they can all go to hell.  She said if the Dagda wants his Harp, he’s going to have to kill her to get it.  Then she left.  I just told the Dagda about it.”

“Wait.  What?”  That didn’t make any sense.  Junipher was about to be inducted into the pantheon.  Jonathan had told me that was her greatest desire in life.  Why would she toss it away?

“I can’t make heads or tails with that one,” Brighid explained, peering around the party.  “She has too much dark magic running through her veins.  Makes her moody.”

I couldn’t argue with that, but the complete one-eighty out of nowhere was suspicious.  What was she planning?  Then the bigger issue hit me.  The deadly winter in Pittsburgh would rage on.  What did she plan to do with the Harp?

Now I needed to track her down and get the Harp from her.  The winter should end since nobody could play the Harp and extend the season.  However, any needless pain and suffering involving my citizens was unacceptable.

I naturally assumed she wouldn’t stay in Pittsburgh.  She’d basically declared war with the Gods whom I served.  We were now enemies.  She would never get to meet her daughter now.

I stood there, stunned.

The Goddess of Fire leaned in and whispered in my ear, “I need to talk to you about your real father.”

My eyes shot wide open and I felt like I’d just chugged a pot of coffee.  Adrenaline pulsed in my fingertips in a way I’d never felt before.  The revelations were overloading my emotions.

I waited for her to go on, but she turned away, coughing into her hand.  The suspense was killing me.  Brighid finally composed herself and faced me again.  Two little streams of blood emerged from her nostrils, trickling down onto her full lips.  Her face was frozen in shock as if she couldn’t believe what was happening.

That made two of us.  She wiped the blood from her upper lip with the back of her hand and stared at the smear of deep crimson in disbelief.  “I can’t believe she got me.  Little lies can kill, it should seem,” she said ominously and collapsed to the ground.

I tried to catch her as she went down, but I only managed to tear her dress at the shoulder.  I released the frilly fabric and kneeled next to her.  Blood continued to pour out of her nose as she breathed in short, husky breaths.  The concerned murmuring shifted to a panicked frenzy of Gods and Goddesses rushing around yelling at one another about what to do.  

Then, Brighid pointed at her neck and mouth.  The room fell silent for a moment and then erupted again in chaos.

Suddenly, the Goddess grabbed at her throat, clawing at it with her long nails and eventually drawing blood.  I wanted to do something to save her, but what?  She was obviously dying, but I didn’t know what had caused it.  It was as if someone had put a hex on her.  

Her spastic movements told me she was teetering close to the edge.  Time was running out.  Dian Cécht worked his way through the sea of Gods and hovered over Brighid’s body, lowering himself slowly as he inspected her condition.  I stood up and watched over the healing God’s shoulder in horror.

He massaged her throat, feeling around for an obstruction, then he pried her mouth open and stared into it.  Dian Cécht tried to pin her down with his knees as a greenish rash spread over her neck.  He screamed, “It’s hemlock.  Does anyone have a reverse hemlock spell?”

Blodeuwedd rushed to the front of the pack, and I started getting pushed back into the crowd.  I found myself standing behind Cernunnos and couldn’t see around his massive frame.  I fought my way to the side and saw Brighid’s still body and Blodeuwedd’s lips moving.  I couldn’t hear her words, but I assumed she was working on the spell.

Someone handed Blodeuwedd a flaming torch and she waved it above her head, trying to personalize the spell for the Goddess of Fire.  Everyone waited with bated breath for Brighid’s still body to jump up and come back to life.  

We waited.  And waited.  And then we waited some more.  Nobody could believe that a Goddess was dying.

Instead of a miraculous recovery, Brighid never moved a muscle.  Not even a post death twitch or muscle spasm.  A Goddess had died in her home.  What an unsettling concept.  Jarring, actually.  Little lies can kill, she had said.  What the hell did that mean?

The emotional roller coaster of the last ten minutes skidded to a halt.  My head was spinning.  A Goddess had just died.  Junipher had waged war against the Celts.  My unborn child was okay, and I’d found out my father wasn’t my real father.  

When everything settled, the first step was clear.  I had to find Junipher and recover the Harp by any means necessary.  Then I could liberate Pittsburgh of this awful winter.  
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A DENSE FOG SHOT OUT of the tiny dragon’s mouth and engulfed the shot glass on my coffee table.  A crystalline crackling sound filled the room.  A moment later, the fog dissipated, and the blue object was covered in a crust of ice.  I stroked the back of Ossias’s long sapphire neck.  

“The ice dragons ride again,” Titania commented.

“It appears so.”  I sat down on my couch next to the coffee table.  “She can freeze my enemies in place, and I can burn the stationary targets.  Or you could too.”

I had a feeling Titania was jealous of all the attention I’d been giving my baby dragon.  The dragonfly preferred to be the main attraction.

“What are you going to do when she gets bigger?” she asked, staring at Ossias.  “This neighborhood doesn’t seem like it can accommodate.”

“I plan to take over my father’s house,” I told her and waited to see if she would lecture me like Owen had.  She remained silent so I continued, “He has plenty of land, a castle-like house and I can protect it.”

“Still though.  How are you going to control a wild dragon?”  Titania cocked her head to the side.  “What if she flies off the property and gets in trouble?”

“I’m sure I’ll figure out something.”  I watched Ossias lick the ice on the outside of the shot glass.  “Maybe I’ll set an enclosure bubble around the property.”

The other twelve eggs still hadn’t hatched.  I wanted to move them to my father’s and establish a base of operation.  With Blodeuwedd and the Morrigan’s avian trackers surveying my city, I needed to be extremely careful.  I had a plan to leave Pittsburgh eventually, after the dragons hatched.

For now, I was stuck here.  If the Celtic Gods really wanted me, they knew how to find me.  I’d had people chasing me for over a century, but this felt different.  More dangerous.

I still had the Dagda’s Harp.  I’d tried to play it in Pittsburgh to stop the awful winter, but it hadn’t worked yet.  However, I assumed winter would fade out soon because Bruceras couldn’t keep playing the Harp to extend the dreadful season.  The deadly frost would eventually stop, and I could use the Harp in a trade with Arawn.

I had to use my resources to build a team around me.  One that could insulate me from the Celtic Gods.  That meant surrounding myself with some of the Norse and the Greeks.  That way, the Celtic Gods would start a multi-pantheon war if they came after me.  They would have to go through my protectors to get to me.

One other major problem loomed large.  The Celtic Gods knew I sipped from Gobniu’s nectar regularly.  I had to be careful making trips to Pleasure Island now.  They could have a crew waiting to snatch me up.

With all the problems circulating, Ossias calmed me down.  She made me feel like a mother again.  I had real purpose.

My phone buzzed.  I leaned back on my couch and plucked it out of my tight jeans pocket.  Owen was calling.  

“Hello.”

“Junipher.  Quickly,” he said, sounding rushed.  “You need to get over here.”

“Okay.  I’ll leave right now.”

Owen hung up without saying goodbye.  Why didn’t he just tell me what was going on?

“Titania.  Keep an eye on Ossias,” I said as I got up from the couch.  “I’ve got to go over to Owen’s.”

“Why?” she asked and jumped over to the coffee table.  “He just left here less than an hour ago.”

“There seems to be a problem.”

Her multifaceted eyes shone with concern.  “What’s the problem?”

I shrugged.  “I don’t know.  That’s what I need to find out.”

I grabbed my purse and coat and headed for the door wondering what the hell was going on.  It had to be a problem with the dragons.  Or were they starting to hatch?  My mind raced faster than my speeding Jeep as I cruised across town and arrived at Owen’s in record time.

I got to the front door and couldn’t remember if I had turned the vehicle off or left it running.  I pounded on his front door.

Owen opened the door and I rushed in.  I asked, “What is going on?”  

I peered around at his normally immaculate house and wondered what the mess was from.  Papers were strewn about his kitchen instead of the perfect stacks on the table that I was accustomed to seeing.

“We have a major problem.”  He pointed to the basement steps, and my heart sank.

I prepared to see a bunch of busted egg shells and no dragons.  What else could it be?

When I hit the landing to the basement, I almost stepped on the Plexiglas lid to the incubator.  Oh, shit.  I glanced across the room at the base of the incubator.  It was empty.  Every, single egg was missing.  A familiar cocktail of anger and panic mixed inside me.

My knees felt like they were about to give out.  “Don’t let anyone else in here until we can sweep the place for fingerprints and figure out who did it.”

“I’m afraid I know who has done this.”  He sighed and lowered his head.

“Who?”

He looked up at me, blinking rapidly.  “My business partner, Roald.”

“I thought you said you guys were working out of an office now.”  I paced over to the empty incubator.  “You said you took his keys to the house.”

“And I did,” he said, raising his right hand.  “I’m thinking he made a spare key and used that to gain entry.  He knew I was going to be late today because I told him I was going to meet you.”

“Let’s get to his house.”  I went for the steps and wondered why Owen hadn’t budged.  “Quick.  Come on.”

“This is a good news, bad news scenario.”

“How so?” I asked and turned to face him.

“I have a tracking device in Roald’s diamond earring,” he grinned proudly.  “And he never removes it for more than a few minutes.  It’s like a second signature.”

“Does he know about it?”

“He does not.”

“That sounds like the good news.”  I bounced around trying to contain my rage.

“Indeed, it is,” he confirmed, and his grin faded.  “He is currently at the airport.”

“Well, let’s go then.”  I took off for the staircase again.  “Shake a leg.”

“Our hands are tied at the moment, it should seem,” he explained.

“What?  Why?”

“If he is in the terminal, we can’t just storm in and drag him out of there.  Besides, he’s likely traveling on a private plane.”  His shaky hand dove into the inside pocket of his suit jacket and produced his pipe.

“Why not?”

He pulled out a pouch of tobacco.  “Because...”

“I know why,” I cut him off.  “I’m just shaking with anger right now.  Why didn’t you change the locks?  I can’t believe you let this happen.”

“I didn’t let anything happen,” he said, his voice growing stern.  “I’m just as mad as you.  I can’t control the behavior of another individual.  I tried to take all the precautions necessary.  I’m quite certain a new set of locks wouldn’t have stopped him.  How was I to know that my business partner of twenty plus years would do something like this?”

“You’re right.”  I took a deep breath.  “I need to calm down if that is even possible right now.”

“Would you like a drink?”  He put his packed pipe up to his mouth.

“Not unless it’s Roald’s blood.  I need to keep a clear head.  In fact, I need to get home and make sure no one has any crazy ideas about Ossias.”

“I think she will be all right.”  Owen lit his pipe and hit it a few times.  “Roald must have grown suspicious when I moved our operation elsewhere.  I can only assume he saw the eggs, then set up a plan to steal them.  You think you know somebody.”

“I still don’t want to leave Ossias now.”  I paced the length of his fireplace nervously.  “I want her right by my side at all times.  Do you have any idea where he might be headed?”

Owen grabbed a rectangular object from the table.  He stared at the gray device that resembled a remote control.  “He’s headed west at a rapid speed.  He must be on a plane now.”

“Fook.”  I couldn’t just shift into a dragon and follow the plane.  I wanted to, but it wouldn’t work.  “How are we going to follow him?”

He squinted in confusion.  “I believe we will have to board a plane as well.”

“But how can I take Ossias with us?”  I pinched the bridge of my nose.  “I’m not leaving her behind.”

“Yes, well, it should seem that children can complicate things,” he stated as two trails of smoke exited his nostrils.

“I can’t board a plane with her even if I claim she is my emotional support dragon.”

Owen chuckled and then caught himself and stopped.  

“I have a few friends who are extremely well off,” he said in a serious tone.  “They have private jets.  I might be able to coax them into taking us where we need to go.  They are complicated people though.  Negotiation might involve some strange requests.”

“Make some calls,” I urged him.  “See what the price will be and then we can go from there.  I’m going home.  Call me if anything come us.  I mean anything.  Even if something seems insignificant, call me.”

“You’ve got it.  And Junipher.”  He paused for a few moments.  “I promise we will get your dragons back.”

His pledge didn’t slow down my racing heart or inject any feeling back into my numb body.  Why would a pitbull shifter steal dragon eggs?  I only had to ponder it for a second to realize that anyone would love to have dragons.  He could also sell them too.

I got home and Titania and Ossias were in the living room.  I sighed heavily in relief.  As I explained the situation to Titania, I fought back tears.  Titania zipped off diligently to pack for the trip.  I scooped up Ossias from the couch and clutched her to my heart.

“Some jerk has taken your brothers and sisters,” I said softly and rubbed the tiny spikes on top of her head with my thumb.  “But don’t worry, we will find him.”

Later that day, Owen called and informed me that Roald had landed in San Diego.  We weren’t sure how long he would stay so we had to act quickly.  As I started to pack, I threw the Dagda’s Harp inside one of my bags.  Maybe we could stop in Seattle after we rescued my dragons.

That took a backseat to the main objective, which was finding my dragons and bringing them home safely.
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THANK YOU FOR READING!!!!  Look for Winter Blues, Book 4 in the Scarlet Dragon in spring 2019.

This saga is connected to the Bloodline Awakened Supernatural Thriller Series featuring Mike Merlino.  If you enjoyed this book, I strongly recommend picking up these books.  

LINK TO BLOODLINE AWAKENED SERIES   

Book 1: DRAGON HORN ASIN: B07DDM92JN

Book 2: BLOOD GOBLET ASIN: B07G233H3G

Book 3: CLIPPED WINGS ASIN: B07JM6Y27M
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IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO join my reader group on Facebook and take part in book discussions, giveaways and all-around fun, join here:  GINGER STORM CLUB LINK

Or you could join my newsletter to stay up to date with all things J.P. Rice, take part in giveaways and surveys:  SIGN UP LINK
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