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This book is dedicated to the ones that wouldn’t let me give up. 

You know who you are. 

 

 



 

 

PROLOGUE 

Friday, December 14, 2401 @ 4:00am 

Seven days until lunar eclipse 
 

he promise of blood, meat, and death made Derrick's mouth 

water. The warm wind whipped through his fur. Six-inch claws 

dug furrows into the flat rooftop. Concrete chips flew behind 

him. He was careful of how he jumped from rooftop to rooftop or his black 

paws would break through the concrete.  

In human form, Derrick was six-foot-eight and weighed more than 

three hundred pounds. After the shift, if he stood on his hind legs, he was 

almost eight feet tall and weighed over eight hundred pounds. There was 

a standing joke in the National Pack Alliance that he was a mutated grizzly, 

but Derrick was all wolf.  

When the Cataclysm occurred four hundred years ago, magic came 

back with a vengeance across the world. Wild magic tore the original 

Phoenix and the surrounding landscape to shreds, but like its namesake, 

the city rose from the ashes and was reborn. New Phoenix stretched from 

what used to be Flagstaff down to the Tucson border. It was one of the 

biggest megacities on the North American continent. 

His Beast became restless. The scent of its prey had weakened when it 

entered the Dead Zone. All the wild magic made tracking extremely 

difficult. Tracking the rogue through all that wild magic, even using 

heightened senses, was like wading through an industrial garbage 

dumpster blindfolded trying to find the bloody diamond of your ex. It 

wasn’t impossible, but not very desirable.  

T 
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Derrick’s pack had some of the best trackers in the Northern 

Continent, and they had lost the scent several times. The polar bear, which 

had the most sensitive nose among them, would locate the scent again and 

the chase would resume.  

Most of the land around Phoenix before the Cataclysm had been 

desert. Wild magic had transformed the landscape. The areas were in 

constant flux, shifting back and forth. Now, there were patches of desert, 

rivers, woodlands, swamps, and a tropical rainforest all within two to three 

hours’ travel. You never knew what kind of landscape you would run into. 

Wild magic affected organic living things. The stronger the 

concentration and the longer you stayed within that space, the greater the 

mutation. Wild magic in the Dead Zone was the strongest in New Phoenix. 

It was thick enough you could cut it with the swipe of a paw.  

In the Dead Zone, windstorms came out of nowhere that could shred 

flesh to the bone in under a minute. The greatest danger were the things 

that hid among the ruins. If a weak creature managed to survive for an 

extended length of time, its body underwent a metamorphosis, becoming 

deformed and deadly. Only the strong and the insane called the Dead Zone 

home.  

The Beast was tired of the long hunt. It wanted the kill. A slow burn 

crept into Derrick's legs. An image of a wolf tearing his human body into 

shreds flashed through his mind. It was a little incentive from the Beast. 

The message was clear: run faster, or it would take control. Derrick tore 

the image from his mind through sheer willpower.  

The Beast quieted down. It did not want a contest of wills, not yet.  

Derrick had learned how to suppress his Beast a long time ago. 

Suppress really wasn’t a good term. They came to a mutual understanding. 

In low-risk, day-to-day situations, Derrick would be in control. The Beast 
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would take control when there were unusual circumstances. It took a 

while, but he had convinced the Beast that anytime there was a contest of 

wills it weakened them both and hurt their chances for survival. He also 

knew if the Beast wanted control badly enough, it would rip it from him.  

The Beast demanded to hunt and kill prey. If the individual disobeyed 

this cardinal rule, the Beast would rip the host’s psyche to shreds, and the 

human would cease to exist. When the Beast destroyed the host’s 

personality, the Were became a wild killing machine, destroying anyone 

and everything in its path. It was also an automatic death sentence. The 

Pack Alliance would see to that. 

Compromise between host and Beast was rare. Most Weres didn’t 

have the strength of will to fight and make a bargain. The Jagged Claws 

only accepted Weres that could control their Beast. The pack was thirteen 

in number, including Derrick. The only way into the pack was by 

invitation and the only way out was death. There was none of this 

dominant and submissive crap in his group. They were all Alphas and 

there were rules. No fighting on the job. Sometimes tempers flared among 

members, so you received one warning. The second offense would be the 

offender’s last.  

Another rule was absolute loyalty and obedience to the leader on the 

job. The leadership position within the Jagged Claws was always open. If 

you wanted it, you had to defeat the current leader. Since the group was 

formed, there had been no challenges for the leadership position. Derrick 

was not the biggest, strongest, or the most aggressive Were, but he knew 

where to hit for maximum effect. His Beast knew as well. 

Derrick slid to a stop. Concrete shards flew into the air. The rest of his 

pack stopped around him and took up positions on the rooftop.  
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Gruff, a silverback gorilla, moved from side to side. “I don’t like it. No 

other smells besides the piece of crap we’re chasing. It’s like everything else 

went into hiding.”  

Magelight from derelict streetlights cast thin slivers of light across the 

asphalt of a small parking lot. It led to a series of abandoned shops. They 

were arranged in a man-made maze of broken cobblestone and debris. In 

the center of the sprawling complex, there was an open space about one-

block square. 

“Collapsed walls.” The spotted leopard leaned over the top railing. 

“Many places to hide. Perfect place for a trap.” 

“Who cares, Amy? We have seven wolves, two lions, a tiger, a gorilla, 

a polar bear, and you,” Karl bellowed out. 

“Great going, genius. You’ve given our prey a huge advantage. That 

wolf may not be able to see us, but he can damn well hear us.” 

“Well, he can definitely smell you, you stinky gorilla,” Karl said.  

He charged Gruff.  

“Karl,” Derrick whispered.  

The polar bear froze in midstride. A huge paw encircled his neck. 

Derrick's claws dug through the white fur deep into the soft flesh. He 

tugged the polar bear’s head around. 

“Don’t make me remind you of the rules. This is your first and last 

warning.” Derrick released his grip. 

“How do you want to do this?” Gruff asked. “We could split into 

groups. Circle and corral.” 

“We could set traps of our own,” Amy said. 

“We break into three teams. Brent, Tom, and Alice you three will be 

on the right. Gracie, Steve, Mark, Don, Debra, and Jenny on the left. Amy, 

Karl, Gruff, and I will take the center. The fastest member on each team 
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scouts a few yards ahead. Fan out, but stay in visible sight of each other. If 

there is contact, howl, do not engage until all teams are in position. If he 

looks like he is trying to break free, run interference only. Buy us enough 

time so our heavy hitters can move into position. Move out.” 

Derrick hit the pavement running, churning up asphalt in the process. 

Amy took point. He could barely make out the spots as the big cat darted 

forward.  

The Beast bristled in the back of his mind. It wanted to be first: the 

first to find the prey, the first to tear it to shreds, and the first to gorge on 

the meat until it was satisfied. It did not want to share.  

He forced the Beast down, ran straight into Amy, and almost flattened 

her against a wall. “Why did you stop?” His voice rumbled, deep and low, 

through his chest. The Beast wanted prey, and right now, leopard was 

looking pretty tasty. 

“Something’s wrong,” Amy said. 

Derrick bit his tongue. The blood flowed and eased his thirst. 

“I smell it too,” Karl said. 

Derrick took point and led his group forward. Amy dropped to the 

back.  

“Do you think he led us here on purpose? Is he stupid enough to try to 

ambush us?” Gruff asked. 

Karl held his head up in the air, inhaled, and shook his head. 

“Well, it was a thought,” Gruff said. 

“Keep moving,” Derrick said. 

“I wasn’t saying no. I can only smell a few feet ahead. Something is 

dulling my senses. It’s affecting them more than this accursed air,” Karl 

said. 

“I still say it’s a trap,” Amy said. 
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Derrick raised on two legs to his full height, lifted his muzzle up to the 

moon, and inhaled. He could smell the wolves to the left, big cats to the 

right, and something…odd. All the members of his pack had stopped. His 

Beast backed down immediately.  

That’s a first, Derrick thought.  

The rogue’s scent hit him a few seconds later. When they were chasing 

the rogue, the scent was weak. This close it was strong. It was unlike 

anything he had ever smelled before. It was ancient and powerful. 

The target was at the center of the maze, not moving.  

A challenge? One against thirteen was a fool’s bet.  

Derrick reared his muzzle to the moon and howled the signal to attack. 

Roars echoed off the buildings in response. 

“Move!” Derrick slammed his bulk into a section of wall and rolled. 

The rest of his group scattered as something barreled through them. He 

looked behind him at what used to be Brent and Tom. The male lions had 

been torn in two.  

“Duck!” Amy yelled. 

Derrick dove for the ground.  

What remained of Alice flew by where he stood seconds ago. 

Their target stood at the center of the maze covered in blood, 

unscathed. The wolves on the left moved as one, circling the rogue. 

Three dead. Three dead in under a second.  

Derrick moved into the center position with Amy, Gruff, and Karl 

fanning out. His Beast was eerily silent, even with so much blood and meat 

covering the ground. He clicked his tongue on the roof of his palette.  

The pack attacked the rogue from all sides. 

Derrick whistled. The Weres retreated.  
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Gruff and Karl were injured. Amy’s right arm hung in tatters off her 

shoulder. Her eyes were beginning to glaze over. She was in the early stages 

of shock. 

“So that’s your secret,” Derrick whispered. He knew why the Beast was 

silent. It was afraid. A fool’s bet, indeed, except Derrick was the fool.  

Two options left: do nothing and die now by their quarry’s hands or 

risk it all. If they managed to defeat the rogue, the Pack Alliance would 

hunt down the remaining Jagged Claws. Either way there was no chance 

of survival. 

Derrick didn’t hesitate. He gave the one signal he thought he would 

never order. He let out a long howl. The others joined in.  

The Beast roared from the darkness of his soul and tore Derrick to 

shreds. 

 

* * * 

 

Friday, December 14th, 2401 @ 5:00pm 

Seven days until lunar eclipse 
 

Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, Vardr thought.  

It used to be a popular quote back before the Cataclysm, before magic 

ripped reality a new one and humanity discovered they were no longer at 

the top of the food chain.  

When Vardr heard that fifty humans went missing from New Phoenix, 

he was certain it was the work of rogue gods. Instead, a dozen or so 

Nukekubi chased him through a pine tree forest covered in three inches of 

snow.  
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Well, that didn’t adequately describe the situation. A dozen or so 

pissed off flying female heads with long black hair chased him through the 

flippin’ snow. Nukekubi could detach their heads from their bodies in 

search of their favorite meal. Humans. 

After the Cataclysm, creatures of myth, legends, and nightmares 

became real. Maybe they existed in another dimension in self-imposed 

exile or were sent there by another force. No one knew for sure. They 

weren’t the only things to emerge.  

Ancient gods, goddesses, saints, and buddhas awoke from their long 

slumber, and they were determined to make mankind realize their mistake 

of mislabeling history as myth. Those ancient deities sent their orders from 

their plane of existence to their followers, devotees, or anyone else that had 

enough magical sense to realize they were no longer alone.  

Some deities were not content ruling over their spiritual plane of 

existence, but wanted the material plane of Earth as well. Those deities 

either took over some slob’s body, destroying their soul, or used a great 

deal of their power to materialize on the Earth plane. In physical form, the 

rogue gods were not as powerful as they were on the spiritual plane, but 

they were a significant threat not only to Earth but to the balance of the 

universe as well.  

The remaining gods, goddesses, saints, and buddhas created the 

Celestial Court of Authority to combat the rogue gods. They sent their 

strongest followers to hunt the rogue gods down.  

When a rogue god’s body on Earth was destroyed, the CCA agents 

recited a spell that tagged the rogue’s soul. It would go straight to the 

Celestial Court and the assembly would seal the rogue god’s spirit away in 

a void dimension. The rogue god’s or goddess’s power would be nullified 

and remain imprisoned in bitter darkness for eternity. 
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If a CCA hunter was discovered working for a rogue deity, the hunter 

would be declared rogue as well. They would be tracked down and killed. 

There would be no damnation, redemption, reincarnation, or solitary 

confinement in a void dimension for the rogue hunter. Instead, they were 

tortured for several thousand years by deities that really enjoyed that sort 

of thing.  

Vardr used to be a hunter for the CCA, but he stopped taking their 

orders long ago. Now, he hunted rogue gods for his own reasons. He had 

gathered a small team with the same mindset, the same vendettas. His team 

used the CCA’s spell to send the rogue gods’ souls to the Celestial Court, 

in order to seal them, but they were not on speaking terms. 

“A little help here!” Vardr shouted.  

Twenty Nukekubi had planned an elaborate romantic getaway in a log 

cabin set within in a thick pine forest in the middle of nowhere. Dinner 

consisted of fifty crying humans to get them in the mood followed by an 

all-night orgy with one lucky Nun’Yunu’Wi, a Native American shaman 

that had skin as hard as stone. Guess who crashed their party? 

A loud crack echoed in the chaos.  

Vardr forced magic down into his legs, willing them to shift into those 

of a goat. They increased his speed and jumping ability three-fold. He dove 

behind a pine tree.  

A screaming head roared past Vardr’s ears. It slammed into another 

knocking down several trees in the process. 

“Damn it, Feasil! Watch where you’re aiming!” Vardr yelled. 

Feasil threw up a translucent, chubby hand in salute. His other hand 

held a tree trunk like a club. He was the biggest fairy Vardr had ever seen, 

dead or alive.  
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The spirit stood at least four feet tall covered in a combination of 

wrinkles and baby fat. Tiny wings the size of hummingbirds beat on his 

back so fast they blurred. You would think with all that weight, wings that 

size would do nothing, but Feasil could fly faster than a hummingbird 

when he wanted to. 

Kensid burst through the pine thicket running at full tilt. The wood 

elf’s loincloth comprised of several types of leaves flapped in the wind. A 

headdress bobbled in place on top of his head. The headdress consisted of 

fruit and plant matter that Vardr had never seen before. There was a good 

possibility they ceased to exist many years ago.  

Kensid’s hands were full of black hair attached to a screaming 

Nukekubi. He looked at Vardr and grinned. He wound up his arm like a 

pitcher on a mound and threw it toward Feasil. He reared back with the 

tree trunk and nailed the screaming head toward Vardr. 

Vardr didn’t wait. He ran like hell. He felt the splinters of the tree, 

where he was just hiding, bury into his back and ribcage. 

“Sam, I’m going to kill your spirits!” 

“I keep telling you they’re free spirits. They make their own decisions.” 

Sam inhaled the lit cigar in his mouth. He blew a steady stream of smoke 

toward some Nukekubis. When the smoke hit them, their eyes rolled back 

in the sockets. They fell in an arc toward the ground. Where they hit, the 

heads dug deep trenches. 

Sam gestured with his left hand. Huge venus flytraps erupted from the 

ground. They opened their gaping jaws revealing rows of teeth the size of 

daggers. They snapped at the passing Nukekubi, picking them from the 

air. He held out his right hand. Hunga Munga flew back to its master.  

The throwing axe was magically forged, black obsidian. It was razor 

sharp. A curved spur the size of a hunting knife jetted out above the hilt to 
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the right. Above the spur, the sharp obsidian continued for eight inches 

before it branched off. On the right, the blade curved, resembling a half-

moon. On the left, the blade was short and wide with the base flaring out 

to a sharp point. The hilt was short and made from extinct water buffalo 

hide. Several shrunken heads that were not human hung from a tassel 

attached to the hilt.  

“Hunt.” Sam threw Hunga Munga at a distant Nukekubi.  

The shrunken heads screamed as the weapon flew through the air 

weaving through the trees tracking its target. When it hit the Nukekubi, 

the flying head exploded. 

Feasil and Kensid scattered. Four Nukekubi heads slammed into the 

trees, where they stood seconds ago. 

Abby strolled through the thicket cracking her fingers. Blood ran 

down the brass knuckles on her hands. “Where’re you going? Don’t you 

want to play with me?” 

“Nobody wants to play with a crow.” Claire slung Demi Lune. A half-

crescent moon of wicked sharp silver shot through the air. The crescent 

moon was connected to a seven-foot silver staff by a chain. Multiple 

crosses were engraved deep in the silver along the staff and on the half-

crescent blade. It sliced through one of the flying heads and a few trees. 

“If we keep da Nukekubi busy until morning, their bodies will be 

destroyed,” Sam said. 

Vardr’s fire bolt slammed into a flying head. Ashes fell like snow. 

“Destroying the head works as well.”  

A baby ice elemental hid behind Vardr’s shins throwing tiny bolts of 

ice at the flying heads, missing more than hitting. 

Claire headed toward the cabin. “At least the hostages are still alive.” 

“Treats, not hostages,” Abby said. 
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Claire shot Abby a glance. 

“It’s true. Someone that takes hostages wants something in return like 

money. These were taken”—Abby rubbed her stomach—“for their 

tummies.” 

“Don’t split hairs with terminology, crow.” 

Abby’s face scrunched up, puzzled. “Terma who?” 

“Anyone seen da Nun’Yunu’Wi?” Sam brushed off the powdered bits 

of Nukekubi that had fallen on his ruffled shirt, vest, and suit jacket. He 

took off his flattened top hat and shook it. Pieces of pine and Nukekubi fell 

to the ground. 

“Not since we first arrived,” Vardr said. 

“Nun Wee? Hey old hag, do you know him?” Abby said. 

Vardr kicked one of the heads on the ground. It rolled out of the way, 

lifeless. Sam’s poisons worked fast.  

“A Nun’Yunu’Wi is not a nun. It’s a term from one of the ancient 

natives’ language.” Vardr scratched his head. “Cherokee, I think. 

Nun’Yunu’Wi means dressed in stone. Even though it looks human, it has 

a nasty reputation for eating them.” 

Sam removed a cigar from the folds of his vest. He clipped one end 

and lit it the other with a tiny burst of flame from his index finger. He took 

a deep pull. “Da Nukekubi must’ve realized their teeth couldn’t pierce his 

skin. Guess da makes him their perfect date.”  

“If they would not have taken innocents, they could do the cha-cha 

butt naked in the bushes for all I care, but they chose the wrong food. May 

the Lord have mercy on their souls.” Claire made the sign of the cross from 

head to chest, shoulder to shoulder. The silver half-crescent moon shot 

straight up from her staff. It went through a Nukekubi flying overhead. 

The chain retracted the head back onto the staff. 
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“I think that was the last one,” Abby said. 

The baby ice elemental tugged at Vardr’s pants legs. It jumped up and 

down. Ice coated the spots it touched. 

“I know you’re excited, but it’s time for you to go home.” Vardr waved 

his hand. The baby ice elemental faded and went back to the elemental 

kingdom. 

“I’m glad that’s over. I don’t make a good babysitter, Vardr,” Abby 

said. 

“No, but you make an excellent protector.” 

“Why did you even summon it? It missed practically everything it shot 

at,” Claire said. 

“I called upon the Ice King in our fight against the griffin, remember? 

He wanted me to give his son real world, but ‘safe’ combat training.” 

“Da griffin was tough. Talk about something with hard skin. Weapons 

couldn’t pierce it. Magic bounced off it. Da Ice King froze it in one shot,” 

Sam said. 

“Sam. Claire. You two go inside and try to calm the treats down.” 

Claire shot Vardr a look. 

“Don’t untie them or free them until we find the Nun’Yunu’Wi and 

take it out. We don’t need another hostage situation. Abby, circle the cabin 

and let me know if you see anything. The Nun’Yunu’Wi can use magic, so 

be careful. The magic is stored in his cane.” 

Abby nodded and faded out of sight.  

One of these days, I’m going to find out how she does that, Vardr 

thought. He scanned the landscape while stepping over bloody patches of 

snow.  

Movement.  
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A fire spell was on the tip of his tongue. Feasil and Kensid peeked out 

from behind a tree. He dropped the spell. The spirits felt brave enough to 

come back. He noticed Feasil was keeping a lookout for Abby. They may 

act like children, but they were smart. They knew what would happen if 

she caught them outside the shop. 

The ground shook.  

Vardr latched onto a tree. Feasil and Kensid flew through the air along 

with a dozen trees. He turned and saw the Nun’Yunu’Wi pointing his cane 

directly at him. There wasn’t time to dodge. 

Abby struck the Nun’Yunu’Wi with a palm strike. It went flying into 

the trees. 

“Quit daydreaming or you’re going to get yourself killed!” Abby ran 

toward her target and slid under a flying boulder that was heading in her 

direction. 

The Nun’Yunu’Wi stood a few feet away. “How did you do this?” His 

right shoulder and arm was crumbling. The cane in his left hand was 

pointed at Abby.  

Vardr threw a ball of fire at the Nun’Yunu’Wi. It dodged it easily.  

Abby crossed the distance between her and the Nun’Yunu’Wi in less 

than a second. She launched another palm strike. shaman’s staff stopped 

the blow midstrike. As they collided, it sounded like thunder.  

Vardr’s mouth dropped. The staff stopped Abby’s strike and it was still 

intact? 

“What trick did you use? I cannot be damaged by any weapon,” the 

Nun’Yunu’Wi said. 

Abby darted out of the cane’s range circling the shaman. He took a 

step forward whipping his cane at the same time. She spun clockwise 

dodging the blow and launched a strike of her own. Her palm slightly 
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grazed the Nun’Yunu’Wi’s forearm. He flew through the air and landed 

deep within a thicket of pine tree debris. 

Vardr gathered magic in his hands forming a ball of energy. Lightning 

crackled within the ball.  

“Crap.” Abby ran toward the cabin. 

“What in da name of Saint Lazarus is going on out there?” Sam yelled. 

Tiny bolts of lightning flickered across Vardr’s arms and body.  

“Vardr’s nuts! He’s going to release the maelstrom! Twenty seconds 

max! Keep everyone inside!” It was a couple hundred feet from her 

position to the cabin.  

Run faster, Abby thought. 

Claire’s voice carried through the cabin and into the woods. It was low, 

melodic, and sweet.  

“Santa Muerte I praise thee…” 
Hurry up old hag, Abby thought. If Vardr launched the maelstrom and 

Claire hadn’t finished the god chant, she would be toast. She was less than 

a hundred feet to the cabin. 

“…your child calls your name…” 
Vardr concentrated. He made the ball of energy and blue lightning 

slightly bigger. His body shook trying to hold back the spell. 

Almost there, Abby thought, just a little further. 

“…give us shelter and protect those that are in need…” 
A wall of shimmering blue light circled the cabin. The light flickered 

off and on. 

“…from that idiotic mage who is supposed to be on our side…” 
Abby dove for the front door. 

“…in the Lord’s name…” 
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Vardr let loose his grip. The ball shot forth from his hand into the 

debris. 

“…Amen.”  
A huge blue shield snapped in place around the cabin. 

The concentrated ball of wind and lightning exploded. Currents of 

magical force whirled. The layers alternated between clockwise and 

counterclockwise ripping everything in its path to shreds. The resulting 

winds flattened everything in the area except Vardr and the cabin. 

“You’re acting like that damn crow! You could have killed us, you 

idiot!” Claire yelled from inside the cabin. 

“It wasn’t that strong.” 

Abby was beside Vardr in a flash. She poked him a couple of times in 

his chest. “How can you say that? Look around.” She grabbed her throat. 

“What?” Vardr asked. 

Her face turned beet red. 

“That was quite the spectacle. I’m thankful the nun cast that shield,” 

the Nun’Yunu’Wi said. He walked around the side of the cabin with his 

staff pointed directly at Abby.  

“Pity. I wasn’t near the blast zone. Oh, and don’t expect any help from 

those inside. I sealed the cabin after this girl ran out.” 

Rage flooded Vardr’s veins. His body burned from chest to back, arms 

to legs. It felt like a hot metal poker trying to brand him from the inside 

out. “Let. Her. Go.” He punctuated each word. 

“I intend to, once I know how she managed to break my shoulder and 

forearm.” 

Abby gasped. 

“Well, I’m waiting,” the Nun’Yunu’Wi said.  

Vardr walked toward the shaman. 
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“I advise you to stay put, unless you want me to break her neck.” 

Vardr stopped. He gasped for breath. His breathing was shallow and 

harsh.  

“Seems someone has backlash. A spell of that magnitude would 

definitely cause magic drain. First your breathing changes, then the 

cramps, and if you survive you sleep like a baby for a week. You’re 

incapable of any other spells, even if her life depended on it.”  

Abby fell to her knees clutching her throat. 

“Now tell me what you did before I lose my patience.” 

“Bashjkgu—” Abby managed to gurgle. 

“What? Oh, maybe I need to loosen up just a bit,” the Nun’Yunu’Wi 

said. 

“I will not say this again,” Vardr said between clenched teeth. 

Abby took gulps of air. 

“Not you, her,” the Nun’Yunu’Wi said. 

“Bagua,” Abby said. 

“Huh?” the Nun’Yunu’Wi asked. 

“Let,” Vardr whispered. 

“It’s a type of internal martial arts. You channel energy called chi 

through your body making it a weapon. Strikes from the internals bypass 

armor and inflict direct damage to vital organs, energy pathways, and the 

vessels that store energy in the body.” 

“Really? Sounds dreadful,” the Nun’Yunu’Wi said. 

“Her,” Vardr said. 

Abby clutched the air. She fell on her back twisting in agony. 

“I changed my mind. I am going to kill her and everyone in that cabin. 

Don’t worry though, I’m going…” 



John Magna 

 

18

“Go!” Vardr yelled. His legs shifted from goat to human. Bulging, 

expanding muscle ripped through the cloth on his legs and shirt. Twenty-

four crimson runes covered his body and burned his skin. Multiple s, 

Ehwaz runes, covered both legs. 

“…to eat you fi—”  

Vardr slammed into the Nun’Yunu’Wi. His fist plowed through the 

stone hard skin. He pummeled the shaman repeatedly and with each hit a 

hole was created. He grabbed the Nun’Yunu’Wi’s head and twisted, 

tearing it from its body. He snatched the cane in midair and with a flick of 

his wrist, snapped it in two. 

Vardr whirled. His fist stopped an inch from Abby’s face. 

“Everything okay?” Sam stuck his face out the cabin door. 

“Everything’s fine,” Abby said. “I’m fine. I’m not hurt, Vardr. See?” 

She tilted her head up and looked him in the eyes. “I am okay.” 

Vardr felt the rage ooze out of him. All the runes faded, except one.  

“Did he go berserker again?” Claire asked.  

Abby nodded. She took Vardr’s right hand into hers making sure 

Claire and Sam couldn’t see the glowing rune on the back of his palm. 

“Will you have to pay dues?” Sam asked. 

Vardr nodded. It only took a few seconds for him to decide which 

memory he would pay.  

“I didn’t think he was your type, crow,” Claire said. 

“He’s not. Besides, what I like is none of your business, old hag.” 

Vardr tugged his hand away from Abby and promptly placed it in his 

pocket.  

She hugged him and whispered in his ear. “Be sure to tell me which 

memory.” 
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“It’s about our trip to the library,” Vardr whispered. “It’s a minor 

memory. I only called on a portion of the runes’ power.” He walked toward 

the crater left by the maelstrom. It was child’s play compared to what Gebo 

could do in the hands of the corrupt.  

Gebo, , was the rune of sacrifice. A gift given must be repaid in full. 
Depending on the spell, the invoker could either pay the price himself or 

force others to pay the debt. By itself, the rune honored the Norse gods and 

goddesses of old. You exchanged food and drink for lifting burdens too 

heavy for your shoulders. When combined with other runes in a certain 

order or sequence, Gebo could accomplish things that even the gods 

themselves didn’t understand. 

It looked innocent enough.  marked the spot on old maps where 
treasure was supposed to be located, but Gebo had another name. The 

forbidden rune. 

The Elder Futhark runes, the alphabet of the ancient Norse culture, 

were used in writing and for magic. The runes were “rediscovered” after 

the Cataclysm and soon after there was an incident. Gebo was found 

inscribed on a bloody stone in the middle of a park that would soon be 

called Camp Slaughter.  

Fanatics had tricked eighteen kids into willingly sacrificing themselves 

on that stone. They told the kids it was the only way to save their parents 

from execution by a corrupt government. Half of Washington, DC 

megacity was destroyed by a single spell powered by Gebo. Miles of 

buildings were flattened, and hundreds of thousands lost their lives.  

The Bureau of Magical Affairs, the Federal agency created to 

investigate and punish crimes of magical nature, hunted down any traces 

of Gebo’s existence in written record, and destroyed them along with 
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anyone that had the knowledge of how to invoke its power. There was one 

big oversight.  

The one who “originally discovered” the runes was alive and well in 

Asgard, the realm of the ancient Norse gods and goddesses. If someone 

wanted true knowledge of the runes and how to invoke them, then they 

had to belong to Odin, the Old Bastard.  

Vardr flexed his right hand within his pocket.  

Gebo along with the rest of the Elder Futhark demanded a high price 

from him for using their power. The memories of the person he had loved 

the most.  

Gwendolyn, Vardr thought, why? Why did you do this to yourself?  

Death would have led us to a new beginning. I would earn my name in 

Freyja’s fields of Folkvangr during the day and at night boast of my deeds in 

Sessrumnir, her stronghold.  

You already made your name here on Midgard, and your reputation 

was well-known in Valhalla, Odin’s hall. You had a throne reserved as 

champion of champions at his right hand. For without a mortal body to 

constrain you, you would have been even more amazing. Bards and poets 

would have spread your deeds throughout the nine worlds. Instead, you did 

something the gods and goddesses could not do and cannot undo.  
A tear slid down Vardr’s face. In the back of his mind, he heard 

Gwendolyn’s voice whisper low and sweet. 

No. Not again. 

Her last words was the only memory Vardr willingly prayed to forget. 

He’d offered the memory to the runes several times, and each time, they 

refused. Instead, they forced him to remember as often as they could.  
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He could feel them take over his mind. He fought for control, but they 

would not be denied. The runes took over, and the real world faded from 

his vision. 

 

* * * 

 

Gwendolyn and Vardr were on their knees. She held him tight in her 

arms and nuzzled his neck. Her body felt soft. Her long, gold hair was matted 

and stained crimson. He stared at the multiple bones that pierced her skin 

all over her body. Blood was everywhere, both his and hers. 

The runes on her skin were at full power and it made him feel woozy. 

The twenty-four runes of the Elder Futhark glowed red, hotter than any 

brand. Where the blood touched them, it boiled, sending dark acrid smoke 

through the air. Where his skin touched Gwendolyn’s runes, they felt cool. 

He never knew how she convinced them not to burn him.  

The smell of burning flesh from the corpses that covered the battlefield 

assaulted his nose. He heard the Wraith’s battle cry wavering in the distance. 

It was dying. It had been pushed beyond its limits for hours, but it still 

pressed the enemy, trying to keep its word and give Gwendolyn precious 

time.  

Vardr cried and begged his wife not to do this. They would survive. They 

always had. She placed a crimson finger on his lips and smiled. Blood flowed 

from her lips and dribbled down her chin.  

Gwendolyn whispered in his ear. Even though her voice was as gentle as 

a newborn baby, it carried a strength that would not be denied. She spoke of 

things that were forbidden to tell. Secrets between deity and follower, and 

the mysteries of the runes. She said her final goodbye and spoke her last 

request.  
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Vardr promised his dying wife, his patron, and all the gods in Asgard he 

would honor her words until he breathed his last. Magic swirled around his 

upper right arm and formed into a golden ring. 

 

* * * 

 

As he broke free of the memory, Vardr screamed.  

The others ran toward him.  

He didn’t want to remember. He pounded his fists into the dirt 

repeatedly until they bled, trying to force the images and Gwendolyn’s last 

words from his mind. 

He vaguely felt Sam and Claire try to restrain him. Abby whispered 

soothing words in his ear.  

The runes would not be denied. Gwendolyn would not be denied. She 

would speak her mind, break his heart, and shatter their future for eternity. 

The runes ripped the world away from him once again, forcing him to 

relive the memory. 

 

* * * 

 

Gwendolyn spoke in an ancient tongue that was only meant to be recited 

in a caster’s mind. The language was older than Yggdrasil, the Tree of Life.  

The spell she cast bound the five elements and the runes together. It 

realigned and combined the components in a way that never should have 

been possible. It would tear Wyrd, the webs of fate, apart.  

She drew  on the back of Vardr’s right hand with a bloody finger. At 

first, he felt a chill go up and down his spine, and then his body was 

consumed by fire.  
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He screamed “why” over and over. 

Gwendolyn leaned in, nuzzled his ear, and whispered low and sweet the 

reason she was sacrificing her soul.  

“We’re not strong enough.” 



 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

Monday, December 17th, 2401 @ 10:00am 
Four days until lunar eclipse 
 

bby would have killed Kensid, if he were not already dead.  

She had her hands full: a teakettle, two stoneware mugs full 

of hot tea, pastries, a few slices of lemon meringue pie, and 

assorted chocolates neatly arranged on a brass-serving platter. She was 

headed from the minikitchen in the back to the front of the store.  

Kensid, in his infinite wisdom, hid just outside the hall, and when 

Abby walked by stuck his leg out.  

She tripped, pitched forward, and with lightning speed caught herself 

and the platter in midair. Nothing spilled from the tray, not even a single 

drop of tea. The items moved at most a quarter-inch.  

Kensid took off toward Sam’s area of the shop. It was a safe zone 

created to protect the spirits and the store from Abby. Three things 

stopped her from removing him permanently from this plane of existence.  

The first, a customer stood by the candles patiently waiting for 

refreshments, oblivious of what just transpired. The second was Vardr’s 

rule, no fights or power plays inside The Nexus Magic Shop. The third, he 

was behind the front counter watching her. The counter was positioned so 

it had a good view of the store, the front door, and the street.  

Sam’s portion of the shop was an alcove where he grew plants to make 

herbs, custom-made incense, and oils. No one could see him or anything 

else in the area because of all the foliage. It was a literal jungle.  

A 
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When someone stepped inside his area, they found a small path lit 

either by glowing plants or magelight. It was convenient in a way. The 

customers could not see farther than a few feet, so they didn’t know what 

to expect. If someone was planning something malicious, it gave them 

pause.  

To the left of the alcove was a bookcase full of candles and altar 

paraphernalia. The candles were different colors, shapes, and sizes. Some 

were scented. The lit ones were closer to Claire’s area than Sam’s. 

Abby had picked an odd combination today. The lit candles smelled 

like a combination of jasmine, cinnamon, and frankincense.  

The burning wicks created a soft glow on either side of the recessed 

area, Claire’s office. She performed counseling and the occasional 

exorcism.  

The rest of the store contained books on all types of arcane subjects, 

scrolls, quills, ink, and a supply of mage batteries filled with various 

degrees of magic for all types of lights, fixtures, and general power needs. 

The store only carried the small and medium sized batteries. If you needed 

a power source for your car, you would have to go elsewhere.  

To the far left of the counter was the hall that led to the back rooms 

and the warehouse. Down the hall, first room on the right was a makeshift 

kitchen, where pastries were kept, and where Abby made the customers 

tea.  

The second room on the right was the conference room. There was 

enough space for a ten-to-fifteen-foot circle with plenty of space left over 

for folding metal chairs.  

A half-bath with shower was at the end of the hallway. The warehouse 

entrance and Vardr’s office was the last door on the right just before the 

bathroom. 
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Vardr would rather be in the back doing inventory or research. Today 

he had no choice. Father Nolan was in Claire’s office. Sam and Abby had 

customers.  

There was another reason he wanted to be in the back room. He 

needed to stretch his legs and douse them in ointment. They burned as if 

he had stuck them in a raging fire. That’s why shapeshifting using magic 

was for emergencies only.  

He didn’t have a true shapeshifter’s regenerative ability. His body 

would heal major damage like broken bones and ruptured organs. It wasn’t 

so good in repairing nonessential muscle.  

Sam and Claire had treated his injuries several times over the past 

three days, but the muscles still hadn’t fully recovered. He could walk and 

he could run, but there was considerable pain.  

The back of his hand burned as well. It was Gebo’s reminder that the 

price for using the runes’ power hasn’t been paid. He managed to keep it 

out of sight until he got back to the shop. He wrapped gauze around it, so 

no one could see the fiery red  rune on the back of his hand. 

Speaking of reminders, Vardr thought. He patted the spots where the 

extra padded pockets were sewn into his shirt and pants. He needed a refill 

of empty glass vials and crystals. He’d used them all on the last job. He also 

needed to pack an extra roll of gauze as well, just in case. 

Well, if he couldn’t go to his office, at least he had the best seat in the 

shop. Kensid and Feasil made it their personal mission to see how far they 

could push Abby. It was only a matter of time. 

“Sorry it took so long.” Abby sat the tray on top of the waist-high 

bookcase close to Sam’s alcove. 

“No worries,” the customer said. 
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Abby wore her usual outfit. Blue jeans that snugged tightly around a 

chiseled waist with a cream-colored blouse that was loose around the arms, 

but not around the chest, and of course, no bra. Her hair was a little long 

in the back, short on top, and cowlick in the front. Strands of hair blacker 

than night hovered in front of her left eye. It was a carefully created look. 

Abby preened for hours.  

She must have gotten her looks from her mother, Vardr thought. He 

didn’t know much about Abby’s parents, except her father was Irish and 

her mother was Asian. She didn’t like to talk about her past and Vardr 

didn’t press the issue. It was safer for everyone.  

Right now, if someone walked in the shop and looked at Abby, they 

would see a stunning woman that was all smiles.  

Vardr knew better.  

The tempest of violent energy that seeped from every pore of her body 

and the look in her dark-brown eyes gave her away. The pit of the abyss 

would have more warmth and be more hospitable.  

She definitely got her temper from her father. 

As soon as the customer’s attention was somewhere else, Abby’s eyes 

scanned the store searching for Kensid.  

The customer didn’t have a clue about magic or she didn’t care about 

self-preservation. If either was present, she would run out of the store 

screaming.  

Abby’s energy was so strong anyone with even a mild sensitivity to 

magic would feel like they were running butt naked through razor wire.  

Vardr, with Gwendolyn’s help, had cast a cloaking spell on Abby long 

ago to hide her energy, but it couldn’t hide it all. There was still significant 

leakage even with the limiters.  

“Have a glass of tea and some sweets,” Abby said. 
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The customer removed the offered mug. She tucked a curly lock of 

brown hair back into her bun. Her plain white dress had a few yellow 

flower patterns. She had to be upper twenties, lower thirties max. Abby 

wasn’t hitting on her, so she probably had a boyfriend.  

“Looking for anything in particular?” Abby held her hands together as 

if she were praying. 

The lady was all smiles, until she noticed what was on Abby’s fingers. 

The smile quickly faded. It was replaced by confusion and a bit of fear.  

On each of Abby’s hands, she wore what resembled brass knuckles. 

They weren’t really brass. They were super condensed magic particles that 

could shatter anything from diamonds to spirits. After a direct hit from 

those, a spirit would never be able to manifest itself on the material plane 

again. It wasn’t just spirits. 

If she hit anything with those things and it died, it stayed dead. 

Permanently. No necromancer in the world would be able to revive the 

body. Vardr wasn’t even sure a death deity that specialized in that sort of 

thing would be able to either. 

The brass knuckles fit snugly above the middle joints of the fingers 

close to the knuckles. Abby could take them off for a very short time, but 

that definitely wasn’t allowed in the store. If Vardr had his way, she 

wouldn’t be allowed to take them off if anyone was in the general vicinity. 

The customer took a quick step back. “Are those real?” 

“Of course, makes a statement, doesn’t it?” Abby smiled. 

Here comes the rationalization, Vardr thought. 

“Oh, a fashion statement.” The customer looked relieved. “You scared 

me for a second.”  

Abby looked confused. 

The customer whispered into Abby’s ear. 
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“Oh, yeah we have a few things that could help you out.” 

Both women giggled.  

Abby led the lady to the candles that had sigils for lust, performance, 

and longevity carved into the wax. The customer picked up a few. Abby 

pointed out a few altar items on the shelf below.  

Vardr watched a transparent, meaty hand slip under the coverage of 

heavy foliage and snatch a slice of pie. It disappeared as quickly as it struck 

with the customer and Abby unaware of what just transpired.  

The customer would have to have really high spiritual perception to 

see either Kensid or Feasil. Vardr only knew four individuals who could 

see Sam’s spirits, himself included. 

Feasil’s hand reached for another slice and this time, Abby saw it. Her 

hand was a blur. She smacked Feasil’s hand so hard it almost went to the 

opposite wall. The hand shook itself like crazy trying to take the sting out.  

Abby turned back to the customer. Of course, she was oblivious.  

The ghostly hand charged back to the plate.  

Abby smacked it again. The hand shook like crazy.  

Again. Again. The hand went faster and so did Abby. Vardr lost count 

at fifteen.  

The hand shook like crazy along, down, and up the wall from side to 

side.  

Vardr almost smiled. Feasil must be flying in circles along the 

entranceway. 

“Is there something wrong?” 

Abby tucked her hands behind her back. “No, nothing at all.” 

The customer turned back toward the display. 

Feasil’s hand darted toward the tray again. Abby’s strike was faster 

than Vardr could see. One second the hand was there, then it wasn’t. She 
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smacked Feasil’s hand so hard it sounded like the crack of a whip. He 

wondered if she severed his hand with that blow.  

The customer jumped. “What in the world was that?” 

“Umm…” Abby fidgeted. 

“Probably the herb vendor in the back”—Vardr motioned his thumb 

toward the jungle—“some herbs or resins sound like firecrackers when lit.” 

“Oh, okay.” The customer went back to the altar supplies. 

Abby picked up one of the wooden figurines. “This little item protects 

against…” Her face scrunched up. 

Vardr saw Kensid’s headdress peak around the corner at the bottom 

of the bookcase. 

“Against?” The customer leaned in toward Abby. 

“Umm, you know…what is it called?” Abby had her finger against her 

chin. She looked at the ceiling. 

Kensid crawled on the floor around the bookcase away from Abby. 

“What do they call it? Broken flagpole?” 

He turned in a circle behind the customer and out of Abby’s line of 

sight. 

“Huh? Flagpole?” The lady was completely confused.  

Vardr was too. 

Kensid moved into a crouching position and sneaked toward the 

customer. 

“You know the problem that some men have.” Abby make her finger 

droop, and then straightened it back out again. “Wet noodle? Vardr, do 

you know?” 

“Do you mean impotence?” Vardr wondered where Abby heard those 

terms. For most of her life, she had been isolated from other people. She 

was clueless about lots of things, especially those kinds of things.  
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The customer laughed.  

Abby looked confused. “Is that what it’s called?” 

Kensid lifted up the customer’s dress.  

The woman yelled.  

He darted across the main room down toward the hall. 

“What’s wrong?” Abby moved in front of the woman and scanned the 

room. Abby looked at Vardr. He shrugged. 

“I felt something cold around my legs, and my dress moved on its 

own.” 

Abby went from angry to pissed. She went to the items on the altar and 

started moving things. “Whenever a spirit is close, you feel cold or a 

sudden drop in temperature.” 

“There are spirits here?” The customer looked around nervously.  

Kensid crouched down and sneaked toward the customer.  

“There are two kinds of spirits, good and bad. There are no bad spirits 

here. Just stupid ones.” Abby glanced down the bookshelf. 

Feasil’s hand reappeared out of the jungle and went for the tray. 

Without looking up, she slapped his hand away. It came right back out for 

another try.  

“Here it is…” Abby pulled a scourge from the corner of the bookshelf. 

The handle was made of black braided leather and tapered off into nine 

separate leather strips each about ten-inches long.  

Feasil’s hand disappeared immediately. 

“It’s just the thing to flay the hide off two mischievous spirits that 

should know better than to play pranks when a customer is in the office.” 

Abby moved behind the customer toward Kensid. He dove past her back 

into the safety of Sam’s enclave. 

The customer turned to Abby her eyes wide in shock. 
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“Or you could use it”—Abby gently hit her arm with the leather—“to 

excite your lover by taking charge. Give it a try.” She turned the scourge 

around and motioned for the customer to take the handle.  

The lady tentatively reached for it. 

“Go ahead. Try it on your arm.” 

She brushed it against her arm, real gentle. She tried again a little 

harder this time. Her eyes widened and she began to smile. 

Abby grinned. “Just think with the candle, the figurine, and the 

scourge what you could do in the bedroom. You would be irresistible and 

in control all night long.” 

The customer hit her arm with a little more force. This time, she did 

smile.  

Vardr didn’t like the look in her eyes or that smile, not at all.  

Kensid peeked his head out from the jungle.  

Abby spotted him immediately.  

He pulled out a bottle cap with a pearlescent coating from his leaf 

loincloth. A multitude of colors reflected off the metal depending on which 

angle it was tilted. He rolled the bottle cap toward Vardr, and then ducked 

back into the alcove.  

Abby’s eyes locked onto the bottle cap. It hit the side of the counter 

and spun.  

Feasil peaked his head out of the jungle. He bent down and waddled 

like a duck toward the tray. 

Abby gently touched the customer’s arm—“Let’s get you checked 

out”—and maneuvered her toward the counter. Her eyes never left the 

bottle cap. 

Kensid burst out of the enclave. He gestured to Feasil to hurry.  
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Feasil grabbed handful after handful of food and stuffed it down. He 

leaned back mouth wide open while Kensid poured tea down his throat. 

He rubbed his belly. Kensid set the teakettle back on the tray and pushed 

Feasil toward the jungle.  

The bottle cap stopped spinning.  

Abby’s head snapped back to the alcove. Neither spirit was in sight. 

Vardr rang up the purchases for the customer. 

“Come back soon,” Abby said. 

The lady clutched her prizes against her chest and walked out of the 

store grinning ear to ear.  

Vardr shuddered. Whoever that unlucky man was, he felt for him.  

Abby waited until the customer was out the door, then patted her 

pocket. He knew the bottle cap wasn’t on the floor anymore. 

“I’ll leave it in your hands,” Father Nolan said. He clasped Claire’s 

shoulders.  

Father Nolan was one of the few remaining contacts Claire still had 

with the Church. He was a big man. In his prime, he could have been a pro 

linebacker, but he’d decided to dedicate his life to the faith. He just did not 

have the heart to hurt anything. Meek would be too violent a term to 

describe Father Nolan.  

Vardr believed Nolan genuinely cared about people. It was a rare trait, 

especially after the Cataclysm. 

“Wait a second, Father.” Abby walked to the tray. “Let me pour you 

some”—she picked up the teakettle and turned it over—“tea.”  

There wasn’t a drop left, and not a single crumb on the tray. Abby’s 

brows knit together. 

“Thanks for the offer, Abby, but I have to go. Maybe next time.” 
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She nodded. She placed a hand at the center of the entranceway to 

Sam’s area. Sparks flew where she touched the barrier. 

Father Nolan walked out the door, just as Edmund Consuelo walked 

in.  

Edmund made sure he did not make contact with the priest. 

“Afraid you might burst into flames?” Claire asked. 

Edmund shook his head. “No. Priests make me nervous.” 

“Vardr, I think you should tell Sam wards aren’t allowed inside the 

shop. What happens if he needs help with a customer?” Abby said. 

“Then he’ll let you in once Feasil and Kensid are sent away. I will not 

have you destroying the shop again.” 

“But…Varrrdrrr—” 

“End of discussion, Abby. Claire, I’ll leave the front to you.” Vardr 

motioned Edmund to follow. “And Claire, keep an eye on Abby.” 

 

* * * 

 

Vardr walked down the hall, past the minikitchen and conference 

room. He took the door closest to the half-bath and went into the 

storeroom.  

It was a mess like always. Unopened boxes from deliveries over the 

past couple weeks covered most of the floor. Just inside the storeroom, 

industrial metal racks held the stock that managed to escape from their 

cardboard prisons. There was a tiny path free of obstacles that led to the 

lockers, where his team stored emergency items and a change of clothes in 

case their homes were compromised during a hunt.  

Vardr followed another twisted path into his office. He wiped the 

books and scrolls off a spare chair, and gestured to Edmund to sit. 
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The walls were covered in detailed maps of New Phoenix. 

Multicolored thumbtacks pinpointed crime scenes and irregularities that 

may be due to the influence of rogue gods.  

A metal filing cabinet was tucked in the corner. Hanging from nails 

driven into the filing cabinet were several amulets and talismans. Inside 

the file cabinet were precious stones, silver, gold, and platinum 

components. He used the material to craft amulets and talismans for 

various purposes.  

The rickety desk was held together with glue, duct tape, and industrial 

metal brackets. Vardr took two stacks of books off the desk and set them 

on the floor. His eyes never lost track of Edmund. He didn’t want anything 

from his office to disappear, especially the books. A few of them cost more 

than the materials in the filing cabinet. Edmund wouldn’t have a clue how 

to use the books, but the little weasel knew who could and how much they 

would pay. 

“You’re still sweating. Want a towel?” 

“No, I have one.” Edmund pulled a dirty shop towel out of a briefcase 

barely smaller than most pieces of luggage. He scrubbed the towel across 

his unkempt red hair, beard, and mustache.  

Vardr would bet money if Edmund wrung the grimy sweat out of the 

towel it would create a small puddle. “The priest left. Do nuns make you 

nervous too?” 

“Not her. The other one.” 

“Who?” 

“The chick with the brass knuckles.” 

“Abby makes you nervous?” 

“No. She scares the everliving crap out of me.” 



John Magna 

 

36

He had more sense than Vardr thought. “What do you want, 

Edmund?” 

“I have a job for you and your crew.” Edmund’s bent, disfigured 

fingers pulled a folder out of the briefcase and handed it to him.  

Vardr made sure to grab the folder by the edges. He did not want to 

touch the parts that were wet. He flipped through the loose bound sheets 

and closed the folder. “No.” 

“Why?” 

“Not our type of job.” 

“It has killed three salvage teams. Teams.” 

“Forget it.” 

“The rogue also wiped out a town.” 

“How many fatalities?” 

“Twenty-five.” 

“Call the Bureau. I’m sure they would accept the case and the fee.” 

“The Bureau can’t handle this.” 

“Then it’s Pack business.” 

Edmund dug into the briefcase. He hefted a cloth sack and dropped it 

on the table. It was huge. “Two thousand gold pieces, double weight, in 

advance. Two-thousand. You’re selling everything in this shop at cost. The 

others keep their consulting fees. You need money to buy books for your 

resear—” 

Vardr slammed his hands down on the desk. Edmund almost fell out 

of his chair. 

“I said no. We’re not hunting down an eighteen-year-old kid that 

doesn’t want to be in a pack. This is Pack business, not ours.” 

“What if I told you that the Pack is the client?” 
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“I would say you are spending too much of your time in the smoke 

clubs. The only thing the Pack would pay me for is the price of my coffin.” 

Edmund fished another towel out of the briefcase. There were globs of 

color that could have been yesterday’s lunch. He scrubbed off a layer of 

sweat and managed to deposit something in his beard. “I swear on my 

mother’s grave.” 

“Edmund think carefully before you say another word”—Vardr leaned 

in and punctuated each syllable—“I hate liars.” 

“I’m not lying. I swear!” 

Vardr crossed his arms. “Fine. I’ll call Joshua and tell him that 

Edmund Consuelo hired me to do a job for the Pack. He’ll tell me if it’s 

legit.” 

Edmund’s face turned pale white. “That’s not a good idea.” 

Vardr was over the table in a flash. He picked up Edmund and slung 

him toward the door. “Leave! Before I break every bone in your body.” 

“Joshua’s not the client. He knows nothing about this.” 

“You’re telling me someone from the Pack wants us to hunt down a 

rogue werewolf without their leader’s approval?” 

Edmund nodded. 

“Then you’re an idiot.” Vardr jerked open the door 

“Vardr, please! It’s under the table! I swear!”  

Vardr stared deep into Edmund’s eyes. The eyes were the pathway to 

the soul and great lie detectors. He wasn’t lying, so whoever approached 

him must be. 

“Who’s the client?” 

Edmund wiped his forehead and nodded at the door. “This can’t leave 

the room.” 

Vardr silently counted to ten. “If I have to repeat myself…”  
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“Bruno.” 

“The Pack’s lead enforcer is the client?” 

“No, one of his subordinates. Bruno authorized the job and sent the 

enforcer to me with the proposal. Bruno made certain that none of this 

could be tracked to him or The Pack. If you ask him, he’ll deny everything.” 

“That’s pretty ballsy even for Bruno.” 

“I know, but I checked the enforcer out. He was part of Bruno’s elite.” 

“What do you mean was?” 

“No one’s heard from him since he gave me the money.” 

“Edmund—” 

“I can prove the job is legit.” Edmund dug into his briefcase, pulled out 

another folder, and held it out toward Vardr. “The enforcer said if you had 

doubts to show you these. They’re from the crime scene. The Pack and the 

Bureau have been arguing about who has jurisdiction. The area is locked 

down tight.” 

“What crime scene?” Vardr grabbed the photos and stared. “It can’t 

be.” He went behind his desk, sat down, and spread out the photos. 

“Last salvage team that went after the rogue. The Jagged Claws. 

They’re—” 

“They’re not a salvage team.” 

“What?” 

“Salvage teams have four. Five members max. The Jagged Claws are 

Bruno’s alpha strike team. They’re elite among elite. They’re highly trained 

and disciplined killers. That strike team has taken down vampire covens. 

There’s no way one werewolf could take them out, rogue or not.” 

“The files contain false information?” 

“Think about it. Edmund. If they wrote down their top strike team was 

defeated by a lone wolf, and that document was intercepted, the damage 
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to their reputation would be immense. The Pack would look weak, and it 

would be open season on shapeshifters. The vampire covens would move 

against the Pack in force, along with any other group that has issues with 

them. Asgard knows, the Pack has a lot more groups than vamps gunning 

for them.” 

“Almost forgot.” Edmund dug in his briefcase and pulled out nine 

metal canisters about an inch wide in diameter and three inches high. 

“These were collected from the crime scene, before it was roped off.” 

“Do those contain—” 

“Yep. Blood, dust, and other things courtesy of the client.” 

Vardr looked at the cans, and then back to the pictures. 

“You’ll take the job?” 

“Yeah, we’ll take it.” 

Edmund dropped the bag of coins on Vardr’s desk with one hand and 

with the other wiped the sweat off his brow. He almost ran to the door. 

“Why didn’t you show me these photos to start with?” 

His face went pale. “I was promised a bonus if I could convince you to 

take the job without showing you the pictures. The rogue’s name is Wesley 

Wecos. One more thing, the client wanted me to warn you about a guy 

named Myles Craig. He’s connected to the rogue somehow, and he’s bad 

news.” 

Edmund scurried out the door. 

 

* * * 

 

Vardr had spent the past hour prepping the conference room. 

Dragon’s blood, real dragon’s blood not the sap, hissed in the incense 

burner. He carefully created the enneagram with yellow chalk on the floor. 
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Purple beeswax candles dimly lit the circle. Each of the enneagram’s nine 

points touched the circle at a different location, and at each point he placed 

a canister.  

Feasil flew past Vardr with Kensid in hot pursuit across the last point 

on the enneagram. Feasil had been “it” for the past ten minutes. Every time 

he tried to place a canister, the fairy would fly past the spot it needed to go. 

“If you don’t put a leash on them, I’ll have Abby solve the problem 

permanently.” 

Sam leaned back in his folding metal chair. The chair groaned from 

the movement. Tiny puffs of smoke rolled out of his cigar. Beads of sweat 

poured down his forehead. “They’re not listening.” A tiny puff of smoke 

emphasized each word. “They’ve been hyper for da past hour. Seems like 

somebody got them all worked up.” 

Feasil chased Kensid through the small space between Sam and Claire. 

They made sure to stay closer to Sam’s chair than Claire’s. Abby sat on the 

other side of Claire.  

Abby was perched on top of a folding metal chair, rocking it back and 

forth. Her eyes tracked Feasil and Kensid’s every move. The front legs of 

the chair made a tiny tapping sound as she rocked. 

“Those snacks were for customers,” Abby said. 

“Feasil told me you were trying to starve them,” Sam said. 

The chair stopped.  

“I gave those two pesky spirits a whole pound cake. I even gave them 

a brown gallon jug with some rank smelling liquid to wash it down.” 

“What?” Claire spun her chair around facing Abby. “Brandy?! My 

brandy?! I searched an hour for it this morning after I couldn’t find Old 

Faithful.” 

“It was one of many in your office. It smelled cheap enough.” 
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“That’s not the point. Besides, everyone knows you use the cheap stuff 

to take off the edge.” 

Sam chuckled. “You have boxes of da stuff stacked to da side hidden 

beneath da poster.”  

“That’s wine, smokestack. I swear, you people have no taste.”  

Sam blew a cloud of smoke toward Claire. It enveloped her face.  

“Do you have to do that?” She fanned the air around her furiously. “It 

smells like peat moss mixed with bear piss.”  

Abby grabbed her metal chair and hopped away from Claire. 

“Keeps da crows away.” Sam thumbed in Abby’s direction. 

“So, instead of the jug, I should have given them the stuff in the pretty 

bottle on the third shelf?” 

“You stay away from that! Crows do not touch hundred-year-old 

scotch.” Claire pulled a silver flask big enough to hold a quart out of her 

habit. 

“You have scotch in da?” Sam asked. 

Claire groaned. “Smokestack, you’ve been in this country long 

enough. Say the and that, not da, and substituting ma for my gets on my 

last nerve.” She patted the flask. “As for Old Faithful, it would be a cardinal 

sin to fill it with hundred-year-old scotch. Hundred-year-old scotch is for 

special, joyous occasions. You pour it into a tumbler with a hint of ice and 

take sips to enjoy the flavor, the company, and to remember something 

really special.”  

Claire rubbed a chubby cheek against the silver flask. “Did you miss 

me? I forgot and left you in the kitchen this morning.” 

She unscrewed the top off Old Faithful and took a giant swig. “I really 

needed you to take those awful images away this morning. That client was 

sleazier than Edmund. He confessed about his sex life in absolutely horrid 
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detail. He went on and on about live chickens, stirrups, candlewax, 

strawberries, multiple partners both male and female, and crossdressing 

porcupines.”  

“Porcu—” Sam asked. 

“He likes pain.” 

“Bu—” 

Claire held up a hand cutting Sam off. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

She shuddered and rubbed her face vigorously. “Damn, I swear those 

images will not get out of my head. I don’t know how Father Nolan does 

so many confessionals and stays sane.” 

“Easy. Da sins you can’t tell da priest, you tell da alcoholic nun.” Sam 

chuckled.  

“Not funny, smokestack. Not funny at all. To make it through the day 

you need something not as harsh as vodka and not as aromatic as wine. 

Something that goes down quick and easy between clients.” She held up 

Old Faithful in salute. “Gin.” 

“I don’t know why you still do confessionals and counseling to start 

with.” Sam pointed to her clothes. “They kicked you out a long time ago.” 

Claire ran her hand down her nun’s habit. “This is one of the symbols 

of my faith. My promise was to God not to some crossdressing old geezer 

in a pointed hat. The establishment can have my clothes back when that 

old fart comes over here and lays his lips on my fat a—” 

“Can we focus on the matter at hand?” Vardr said. 

Kensid chased Feasil around the circle almost knocking over one of 

the canisters. 

“They do that one more time…” 

“I’ll handle it.” Claire reached deep inside the top of her habit. She 

leaned a little to the right trying to grab something.  



Rogue Hunters 

 

43

Sam’s eyes went wide. “Woman, what are you doing?” 

“Hush, smokestack.” 

“Doesn’t look like you would have to search da hard to me.” 

“Almost got it.” 

“What all do you have in there?” Sam looked at Abby and nodded 

toward Claire. “You want to help her? You’re missing some big, heavy 

action.” 

Abby rolled her eyes. “I’m not that horny…” Her voice dropped to a 

whisper. “…yet.” 

“Hmmph, you wish. I’m celibate for all genders. I take my vows 

seriously.” 

Feasil chased Kensid down the center of the folding chairs. 

“Aha! Knew they were in there somewhere.” Claire whipped out a bag 

of cheese puffs in front of Kensid’s face.  

The spirits stopped in their tracks. Their hands covered their mouths. 

They turned from translucent white to an odd shade of green.  

Feasil almost knocked Kensid’s head into the bag scurrying toward the 

door. Kensid grabbed Feasil’s legs and whipped him back. Feasil pulled 

Kensid back. They fought each other running out the door. 

“Always keep a bag with me.” 

Veins bulged on Sam’s forehead. He looked like he could swallow the 

lit cigar. 

“What? Needed something to snack on while we watch the show.” She 

tipped the flask up for a second, and then threw some cheese puffs into her 

mouth. 

“You know they’re allergic to those things. Just mentioning cheese 

puffs makes them queasy. If they puke, you know who has to clean it up?” 

A cloud of smoke obscured Sam’s features. 



John Magna 

 

44

“Spirits with allergies. Hilarious.” Claire took another swig. 

“Enough, let’s get started.” Vardr could have done without the props 

and the circle, but when dealing with the Dead Zone the extra items 

weren’t a bad idea.  

He gathered energy around him from the air, the shop, the ley line that 

ran deep in the earth under the shop, and a touch of the force from the 

universe that created all things. He brought all the energy together, and 

forced the energy into the circle for a single purpose.  

Remember. 

An image appeared in the middle of the circle: hazy, at first, and then 

a little sharper. Shapes crashed through buildings.  

Vardr adjusted the power through one of the canisters. The scene 

focused, and Weres came into view. The image flickered with static. He 

paused the spell. 

“That’s as stable as I can make the image. I can stop and start the scene 

and change the viewpoint, but there is only enough material for one 

complete pass. This is a remembrance spell of an enforcement unit from 

the Pack, trying to take down a rogue wolf. The rogue will be our target.”  

Vardr released the spell. The battle commenced. 

“Basic Were attack formation and strategy.” Abby rocked her chair 

back and forth. “Circle the target, wear it down, and then go for the kill.”  

A jaguar flew across the screen.  

“Can you turn the image a little?” Claire took another swig. “I think 

the target is in the center.”  

Vardr stopped the movement. Using an opposing cylinder as the 

focus, he twisted the image to show from that viewpoint. In the center, the 

scene was empty. The Weres were attacking empty air. He tried another 
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viewpoint. Another. He went through all nine viewpoints, and there was 

nothing there. 

“Has this ever happened before?” Sam asked. 

“No.” Vardr scanned the image in every wavelength known to modern 

magic theory and even a few ancient ones. There was magic involved, but 

the type was unknown, at least to him. 

“Wait a second.” Abby left her perch and stood in front of a black mass 

on the screen. “Can you close in on this wolf’s face?” 

“That’s a grizzly,” Claire said. 

“No, it’s a wolf.” 

Vardr pulled the angles of the circle tilting the perspective.  

The image zoomed in on the right side of the wolf’s face. One huge 

canine tooth was longer than the wolf’s jaw. He tilted the image more, so 

that they could see the left side. The tooth extended below the wolf’s jaw 

at that angle as well. 

Abby ran her finger down the image following the tooth. She looked 

at Vardr. He nodded. 

“I wanted another opinion before I said anything. Edmund had 

photos, but they could have been altered.” 

“What are you two talking about?” Sam asked. 

“The enforcement team surrendered to their Beast,” Abby said. 

“What does that mean?” Claire asked. 

“The Beast is something all Weres have to contend with. You know 

how much stronger and wilder Weres become on a full moon?” Vardr said. 

Sam and Claire nodded. 

“That’s a manifestation of their Beast. It takes over on a full moon 

suppressing the human psyche. The human personality is still there and in 

a small way prevents it from gaining complete control. There are only a 
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few ways a human persona can be destroyed. Remember that incident up 

in Colorado Springs?” 

“That was real? I always thought it was something the news made up,” 

Claire said. 

“That’s what the Pack wanted everyone to think. It was real. One 

werelion killed three thousand in the surrounding areas before it was taken 

down. We don’t know how many Weres the Pack lost trying to kill it. Some 

say it was around a third.” 

“Why did it take so many?” Claire asked. 

“In every case when the Beast takes over and destroys the individual’s 

personality, the Weres’ senses are heightened, their healing factor goes 

through the roof, and they become anywhere from three to five times 

stronger and faster than an average Were on a full moon,” Abby said. 

Sam whistled low. 

“In that incident, the werelion had just been turned. There’s always a 

small chance when a human is bitten and turned into a Were, the Beast 

overcomes and destroys their host’s psyche.” Vardr leaned his back against 

the wall trying to soothe the ache in his legs.  

“Another way to destroy the human psyche, something happens that 

is so traumatic that the individual personality is weakened or shattered. 

The last way is voluntary. It’s a rare ability among Weres. They can 

consciously suppress their Beast, but the opposite is also true. They can 

give themselves over to it, completely. There are physical signs when this 

happens.”  

He walked back to the image and pointed at the teeth. “The canine 

teeth grow long below the jaw. The body mass grows expansively. Like 

Abby said, any trait or ability the Were has is also magnified. No one with 
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this ability gives themselves over to the Beast unless they know there is no 

hope. It’s an automatic death sentence.” 

“It’s bigger and stronger. A definite challenge,” Sam said. 

“It’s more than that.” Abby gazed at the image. “They hunger for meat 

and have a thirst for blood that can never be satisfied. They have no fear. 

They feel no pain. When pain kicks in on a normal Were, there’s a fraction 

of a second opportunity to strike. Those”—Abby pointed at the image—

“would disembowel you without missing a beat.” 

“The Jagged Claws were Bruno’s vanguard alpha strike team. Their 

fighting ability was off the charts. They have taken down vampire covens. 

Coven leaders are considered to have midgrade power levels,” Vardr said. 

Claire whistled low. “A squad of the Church’s elite monster hunter 

unit, the Kross Guard, was decimated by a small coven.” She rubbed her 

stomach. 

“When the Beast takes over someone that experienced, a single Were’s 

power level is the equivalent of a special forces magic tactical unit,” Vardr 

said. 

“Do they self-destruct?” 

Vardr looked at Sam, confused. “Huh?” 

“Da automatic death sentence?” 

“Oh. The Pack would not rest until they hunt down and destroyed 

those who have given in to their Beast. The Jagged Claws’s leader was 

smart, ruthless, and doesn’t take unnecessary risks. He wouldn’t go down 

easily. None of them would. The Pack would lose a good percentage of 

their members trying to take them down, and the vamps would capitalize 

on their weakness.” 

“Making the Pack easy targets for whoever has a problem with them,” 

Abby said. 



John Magna 

 

48

Vardr nodded. “Civilian casualties would go through the roof and the 

Bureau would step in. It would be the perfect opportunity to bring the Pack 

under ‘man’s law’. That’s assuming of course the Pack survived the war 

with the vamps and their other enemies.” 

“They went beastie for one rogue wolf?” Claire said. 

“Yeah.” Vardr released the spell. 

The battle went back into full swing. Blows from the wolf pummeled 

the empty air. 

“The leader must have known several martial arts. I recognize several 

forms,” Abby said. 

“What’s a form?” Sam asked. 

“It’s the same thing as a kata.” 

“That doesn’t help,” Claire said. 

Abby sighed. “A form or kata is a set of repeated movements that helps 

you remember and perform individual moves. Each martial art has their 

unique varieties. That wolf knows several. The forms he’s using involve 

targeted strikes.” 

The wolf spun a little to the side. 

“Glancing,” Abby said. 

The wolf took deep breaths.  

“Three ribs crushed,” Abby said. 

The wolf bared his fangs toward empty air. 

Sam leaned forward. “How did you manage to incorporate sound?”  

“What are you talking about?” Vardr asked. 

“I heard da wolf growl.” 

“Impossible. This spell captures fragments of time. Sounds are 

vibrations in the air. The spell cannot capture vibrations from the past.” 



Rogue Hunters 

 

49

A gorilla’s head flew over the wolf. It leaned back its head in an empty 

howl. It charged and grabbed empty air. The wolf’s teeth snapped.  

A red hole burst from the wolf’s midsection. Blood coated a hand and 

part of a forearm. As the blood fell off the claws and forearm, they 

disappeared.  

The image stopped.  

The canisters glowed red, and putrid smoke billowed into the air. 

“One minute thirty seconds. By the wounds the lead wolf received and 

the angles, our target is average size. Five foot ten maybe eleven. Target is 

unskilled in fighting, but in terms of raw strength, it’s impressive.” Abby 

went back to her perch. 

“Magic involved. Type unknown,” Vardr said. 

“Could be some potion or herbal effect da rogue used, but considering 

how strong da opponents were, they would have to be very rare—” 

Claire let out a long belch. She cradled her stomach in one hand, and 

emptied the contents of Old Faithful in a few gulps with the other. 

“Do you mind?” Sam puffed on his cigar. Smoke rings went up with 

each word. “As I was saying, it could be a potion or herbs but they would 

be very rare and unknown to me.” 

Claire groaned. She cradled her stomach in her arms. “Nothing 

resembling demonic or malevolent forces or power that I can…” She 

belched again. 

“Are you okay?” Vardr asked. 

Claire held up a hand and took a few deep breaths. “…tell, but I could 

be mistaken. The static made it hard to focus, but on experience I would 

say no.”  

“A rogue this strong, someone should know something about it,” 

Vardr said. 
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Claire’s stomach grumbled. It was almost as loud as he was. 

“Minstrel?” Abby glanced at Claire. A smile formed on her face. 

“Yeah, that’s our best bet. We’re going to have to pay a visit to The 

Broken Cradle.” 

Claire hopped off the chair and took off heading toward the bathroom. 

Abby giggled, and then busted out in full-fledged laughter. She 

laughed so hard, the chair almost toppled backward. 

Sam shook his head. “Da bitch strikes again.”  

Vardr crossed his arms. “Abby, what did you do?”  

“I overheard Sam saying how he was going to make some brownies 

run. I thought it would be funny to see that old hag run around the store. 

I watched him for a few days and made my own really thin red liquid.” 

Sam caught his cigar before it hit the floor. He grabbed it, threw it back 

into his mouth, and took a long drag. He rubbed his forehead for a minute, 

and then erupted into laughter. Clouds of smoke poured out of his nose 

and mouth. Tears streamed down his eyes. “Child, da potion makes you 

run for da restroom.” 

“Huh? Why would you want brownies to use your restroom?” 

Vardr groaned. 

“Da potion was to keep those little thieves away from ma grill. Da last 

time da little snatchers grabbed all ma grub and ma beer. They’ll take 

anything da resembles food or drink, except chocolate. They won’t touch 

da stuff. Da closer it gets to a full moon, da braver and fearless they 

become. I want to barbecue on ma patio and actually be able to eat and 

drink in peace, so I added a little bit of da liquid to ma food and drink. It 

wasn’t strong enough. A few days later, they grabbed more.”  

“You created a laxative for brownies?” Vardr asked. 
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“Ma plants in the backyard are growing great.” Sam chuckled. “When 

you made da liquid, did you use a condenser? It has a round glass on da 

bottom. At da top of da glass there are these round circles.” 

“You used it.” Abby frowned. “Was I not supposed to?” 

“A condenser makes a potion stronger,” Vardr felt like knocking his 

head against a wall. Abby…sometimes… 

“How many times did you run it through da circled glass?” 

Abby closed her eyes. She tapped her fingers against empty air and 

nodded. “Fifteen.” 

Sam started coughing. He waved the cigar rapidly in front of him.  

Abby wrinkled her nose.  

Vardr moved a little further away from the door. “Do I want to know?” 

He glanced at Abby. 

“Those little thieves love alcohol, so I made da formula to react 

stronger with it.” 

Vardr groaned. 

“It gets worse. Each reduction makes da potion twice as strong. Da girl 

made it several thousand times stronger.” 

“What?!” Claire stood in the door frame. Sweat poured down her face. 

Her hands cradled her stomach. “How long?” 

Sam took the cigar out of his mouth. “I concocted da potion for 

brownie size. I didn’t want to kill da little boogers just keep ‘em away from 

ma food.” He tapped the ashes onto the floor and smiled. “Da crow 

running it through da condenser da many times would make da dose 

strong even for humans.” Sam grinned. “Four long hours with a minute 

break between cycles.” 

Claire’s jaw dropped. She pointed at Abby, “You. You”—she took off 

down the hall—“damn crow!” 
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Abby held her stomach laughing. 

“We’ll meet at The Broken Cradle later tonight.” Vardr held his nose 

and walked out the door. “Let’s be safe and say around eight.” 

Abby followed him out. “I’m going to the store to buy some milk and 

peppermint for the old hag’s tummy.” She giggled again, and then gagged. 

“I’ll go light more candles,” Sam said, while waving his cigar through 

the air. 



 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Monday, December 17th, 2401 @ 11:00am 
Four days until lunar eclipse 
 

owntown New Phoenix tried hard to recapture the glory of its 

former years. Three-dimensional images lit up the sky 

hawking their wares, powered by minor spells by low-level 

mages working minimum wage. Scattered among the glitter, guttered 

skyscrapers still watched over the city. It was a silent reminder for man not 

to reach for the stars, especially when dragons were around.  

A convoy of patrol cars and SUVs moved through the silent streets 

enroute to the museum. All traffic, pedestrian or otherwise, was restricted 

for half an hour. Uniforms rerouted all vehicles to other streets.  

Myles spotted suits and ties watching from their office windows. They 

were drawn like moths to the flashing lights of the motor brigade as it 

drove down Brine Avenue.  

A woman in a red dress pressed against the sliding glass doors 

watching the procession go by. An orc, short and fit, stood on his tiptoes 

so he could see over her shoulder. A dwarf edged beside her trying to find 

a better angle.  

The way they dressed was reminiscent of the years long before the 

Cataclysm. Just like the city, they were trying to catch a fragment of the so 

called “golden years”. 

Myles wondered what they were looking for. Excitement? Trying to 

catch an officer’s eye? Or just being curious? Maybe they were looking for 

D 
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something to stop the drudgery of their daily routines and escape, if only 

for a minute. 

Myles focused his attention on the convoy. Three police cruisers in 

front, three SUVs in the rear, and an armored truck in the middle.  

The police cruiser and the SUV closest to the armored truck carried 

heavy weaponry. Giant repeater crossbows were mounted on top of the 

vehicles. Two uniformed officers fitted with straps enhanced by magic 

stood at the ready. They allowed the officers to maintain their balance and 

stay stationary.  

The armored truck carried heavy weaponry as well, except instead of 

giant crossbows, two officers from the local Bureau of Magical Affairs were 

inside guarding the package. These were not low-level mages that worked 

some dreary factory job making batteries or crafting minor enchantments. 

Bureau mages specialized in combat magic.  

Even though they were nowhere near Myles’s level, a combat mage or 

shaman was dangerous. 

“Start the countdown,” Myles whispered into the link crystal that hung 

beside his ear.  

He knew the officers on duty carried the latest standard semiautomatic 

crossbows with nonenchanted bolts. Enchanted bolts were too expensive 

for the police. It took a team of mages several days to place the 

enchantments on the wood to make them strong enough to create the 

desired effect. The mages or the companies that employed them charged 

accordingly. The greater the time required to make the enchantments, the 

higher the price. SWAT teams, some officers from the Federal Bureau, and 

the military were the only units that could afford them.  
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In the military, any enchantment that you could think of was applied 

to the bolts: fire, explosives, ice, lightning. The only limit was the budget 

for the materials and the cost of the mages that applied the enchantments.  

There were even tips that were hollow, and poison was injected. Those 

bolts were illegal now and rare. Too many mages lost their lives trying to 

seal the tip. 

Enchanted bolt inventory was strictly controlled. Their use had to be 

authorized and justified. For a simple escort, equipping officers with them 

would be ludicrous. 

“Special assets remain on standby,” Myles said.  

Crossbows were standard issue for all officers and resembled 

semiautomatic pistols from before the Cataclysm. Nobody was stupid 

enough to carry pre-Cataclysm firearms.  

The mechanisms from old semiautomatic pistols worked fairly 

reliably. The primers on the ammunition still worked. The black powder 

still worked. The problem? No one knew how or when the chemical 

reaction for the black powder would take place.  

Governments had done study after study trying to determine whether 

magic made the ammunition misfire or not at all. The government had lost 

a few hundred researchers trying to determine the problem. Those were 

the lucky ones. The unlucky ones, which numbered in the thousands, had 

body parts blown to bits. 

Mages and magical creatures were another issue. Ten times out of ten, 

they could redirect a pre-Cataclysm projectile back to the attacker. A 

sniper would aim for a mage’s arm. Instead of the mage, the sniper would 

take the bullet in the arm.  

“Teams one and two take your positions,” Myles said. 
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Crossbow bolts were another story. They could not be redirected. The 

bolts were constructed with different magical frequencies, so a mage 

couldn’t lock onto the frequency or energy signature to redirect the 

incoming projectile.  

If the mage knew there would be an incoming volley, he or she could 

throw up some sort of shield. How long they could maintain it depended 

on how strong the mage was. After a while, magic drain and backlash 

would set in, and then it was Swiss cheese à la mage.  

The most common material for bolt tips was cold iron, which proved 

fatal for some magical creatures even in nonvital spots. There were other 

materials such as silver for Weres or vamps.  

The razor edges on standard issue bolts were sealed inside the wood 

making them round and smooth, so they could be loaded inside clips. 

Upon impact, eighth-of-an-inch razor-sharp blades are released locking it 

onto the target. This design helped prevent the bolt from going through 

the target and into a bystander.  

The only way to remove the bolt was with a specially designed hammer 

and spike, or magic. It was one hell of a deterrent. 

Myles was stabbed in the stomach once with a knife, and he also had 

at one point a standard issue bolt lodged in his arm. The knife in the 

stomach was nothing compared to the pain of those blades activating, 

likewise, the removal. He scratched at the two-inch scar. He could still feel 

the pain on cold nights.  

He was young and stupid back then. After many years, he wizened up. 

He devised a set of rules or principles that he always followed. 

“Now,” Myles said. 

Rule one: Use the element of surprise.  
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Two orcs fired their crossbows from the roof of one of the smaller 

buildings. The first bolt hit the SUV closest to the armored truck under the 

front tire. The front of the SUV exploded. It flipped backward into the 

remaining SUVs.  

Unlike the police, Myles could afford enchanted bolts. 

A second bolt hit the cruiser closest to the armored truck in the center. 

The explosion threw the cruiser through the air slamming it into the office 

building.  

“One and two go.” 

Rule two: Kill anything and everything in your way before they have a 

chance to attack. 

Team one was armed with armored piercing bolts, and they used 

automatic crossbows with one-hundred round cylinder clips. The rounds 

ripped through metal, glass, and occupants.  

Team two drove by what remained of the SUVs and fired on anything 

that moved. 

Rule three: Hire competent help.  

The armored truck plowed through team one. The remaining 

members fired at the tires, puncturing them. The truck skidded out of 

control. The idiots were only supposed to aim for one tire. 

Myles had the most problems with rule number three. Finding 

expendable, good-quality help was impossible to find, so he relied mostly 

on gangers. If that truck flipped over, the contents could be destroyed. 

That could not happen. 

He felt the magic ripple through his veins. He channeled the power 

and unleashed it on the armored truck. It slowed gradually against the 

opposing force coming to a gentle stop against the curb.  
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Myles rubbed his temples, took a deep breath, and extended his right 

hand. The members of team one grabbed their heads and started 

screaming.  

There was a caveat to rule three: If the help isn’t competent, kill them.  

He twisted his hand into a fist. Every head in team one exploded. 

Time to survey the damage, Myles thought. He walked over to the 

armored truck and looked inside the tinted windows. The driver was dead.  

Myles ran his hand down the side of the vehicle. He could feel the 

slight tingling sensation of weak magic. He didn’t try to open the back 

doors of the truck. He knew they were magically sealed. He knocked on 

the back door. “If you want to live, break the seal.”  

No response. 

He walked along the side of the armored car knocking on the cold 

metal every few feet. Only the back doors were sealed with magic. There 

was only one additional spell and it was on the thick armor plates. Its 

purpose was to hide the presence of living things. 

Myles walked around to the other side away from the midday sun. He 

noticed a small one-inch circular hole created by an armor piercing bolt.  

Team one was dead, but he wanted to kill them again. He looked 

through the hole. The bolt had lodged itself in the opposite wall. The cargo 

was not in sight. He relaxed a little.  

The spell covered the metal only and with the slight breach he could 

barely feel two distinct magical frequencies. Bureau mages.  

Myles could tell by the way their aura shimmered they had a few spells 

ready to go. A direct assault would result in a battle where the mages inside 

the armored truck would have a big advantage. They wouldn’t survive of 

course, but they could stall long enough for reinforcements to arrive. 
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He couldn’t risk sending in Special Assets. The margin of error was 

too great. The cargo was very sensitive to direct magic. One stray spell and 

it would self-destruct.  

Unacceptable.  

The mages would have to be taken out in one shot.  

Myles sighed. Again, he would have to deal with the situation. He 

placed his hand over the opening gauging the angle he needed by where 

the mages’ magical frequencies were positioned. A loud thunk resounded 

as the bolt of force crushed their skulls against the armor plating.  

He felt the seal on the back door disintegrate. He motioned to one of 

his trucks. Two trolls stepped out.  

Trolls came in three sizes: big, huge, and damn. The largest of their 

kind were wild. They didn’t know any language and tended to stay in the 

wilderness surrounding the city.  

Trolls were stronger than dwarves, had enough endurance to run 

marathons, and were not very intelligent in general, but there were always 

exceptions. 

The bigger of the two had an image of a yellow number-one ball on 

the back of his denim jacket. The smaller one had the dark-blue number-

two ball on the back. 

The jackets reflected their “lowballer” gang colors. The gang took its 

name from billiards. Balls below the number eight were called lowballs. 

Their mantra was “they were low enough to do any sort of misdeed”.  

The numbers held no significance in the gang, which irked Myles to 

no end. The numbers should reflect hierarchy or strength, but it must have 

been too much work for them to consider it.  

Each troll grabbed a handle on the back of the armored truck and 

pulled. The lock ripped to pieces.  
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An orc half the size of the trolls managed to wrestle a six-foot-long 

pole with two adjustable leather straps into the back of the armored 

vehicle. 

One of the trolls jumped in the back, while the other slid in the pole. 

They pulled out the trophy. A four-by-four-foot square wooden crate 

dangled in the middle. They hauled it onto the flat bed of Myles’s truck. 

“If any damage is done to that chest, your lives are forfeit. As well as 

your gang, your relatives, and I may even hunt down some of your distant 

wild cousins just because they’re trolls.” Myles reached into the side area 

of the truck, pulled out a crowbar, and tossed it toward one of them.  

The troll jumped back as it bounced across the truck bed. He looked 

at the crowbar, then at Myles.  

“Grab it by the handle. The cold iron won’t burn through your hand. 

It’s covered in burlap. Hurry up. If reinforcements arrive, well let’s just say 

you will wish they arrived earlier.” He crossed his arms.  

The troll picked up the crowbar at the end by the handle. He kept it as 

far away from his body as his arm would allow. His arm shook and sweat 

poured over the warts down his grimy face. He placed the tip of the 

crowbar under the top lid and lifted gently. As the nails released their grip, 

the wood screamed.  

Myles jumped into the back of the truck.  

A gold chest about three-foot high and three-foot wide rested within 

the crate. He rubbed his hands over the enchanted gold, pausing at each 

platinum and silver seal. The inscriptions on the seals were old, very old. 

He expected no less.  

An orc jumped in the back of the truck. “Wooooweee! Look at this. 

That’s some score!” He pulled out a knife. “If we sell it in pieces, we’ll be 

beyond rich.” 
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Orcs were supposed to be smarter than trolls, but dumber than 

dwarves.  

This one must be extremely stupid, Myles thought. He grabbed just 

above the orc’s wrist and applied pressure.  

He screamed. The knife clattered onto the truck bed.  

Myles increased the pressure.  

The orc’s bones snapped like twigs. His screams rose an octave. 

“The chest is not to be touched. Understand?” 

The orc nodded. 

Myles pushed him off the back of the truck. He motioned to the bigger 

troll with the crowbar.  

The troll tossed it into the back and with one thick hand applied 

pressure to the crate’s lid. It snapped back into place. 

“Move out.” 

 

* * * 

 

Myles conjured a tiny ball of light in the pitch-black cavern. It made 

traversing the steps a little easier for the uninitiated. Such a tiny spell, but 

so far from his area of expertise, it pulled constantly on his reserves. The 

only reason he could cast the spell and maintain it was through sheer will.  

Four lowballers carried the chest on makeshift poles, two in the front, 

and two in the back. He led the procession down through the treacherous 

natural stone steps. They were warned what would happen if they so much 

as rattled it.  

Myles smiled. It wasn’t too bad a punishment considering oblivion 

waited for them all. It would come a lot quicker if anything happened to 

the cargo. The lowballers wouldn’t be the only ones who would be ripped 
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to shreds if the chest was damaged. Myles was Zu’s High Priest, but that 

would not save him from the consequences. 

The faint sound of condensation dropping off stalactites echoed in the 

distance. The air was humid, making it almost impossible to breathe. 

Strong magical power saturated every inch of air in the cavern. It was like 

trying to wade through a tepid swamp not knowing what was in the water 

and how hard it would bite.  

The sound of chanting broke through the silence and not all the voices 

were human. Things slithered in the darkness, drawn to the fear the 

lowballers were emitting. 

“What is this place?” one of the lowballers asked, his voice quivering. 

“This”—Myles gestured around the cavern—“is a temple and my 

home.” 

“Ohhhkayyy,” another lowballer commented. 

“It’s best to remain quiet from here on out. There are residents here I 

have no control over, and I’m certain they haven’t fed in a while.”  

Myles heard four deep breaths.  

Good, he thought, that shut them up. He was having a hard enough 

time trying to maintain the light, but they wouldn’t have to go much 

further. Zu’s lair was up ahead. 

The procession stopped at a gigantic stone door. Intricate carvings 

glowed a dull brown from top to bottom. The sigils were not meant to 

contain the physical being behind that door. Zu placed them there as an 

early-warning system. They also prevented escape from his lair.  

Myles spoke in an ancient tongue long forgotten by man. A miniature 

door opened wide and tall enough for the procession to pass through. It 

slammed shut behind them. 
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“Set the chest down and kneel quickly, you fools,” Myles said, as he 

prostrated himself on the cavern floor. 

The cavern rumbled and shook with thunder. “Who dares interrupt 

my contemplation?” 

Myles smelled urine. Those idiots wet themselves. 

“I, your humble servant, have brought you the chest of divination.” 

“Rise.” Talons tore into the cavern floor. 

Myles looked up. Zu stood over him. He had the head of a golden lion, 

human legs and torso, two-foot talons for hands and feet, and golden eagle 

wings. He stood fifteen feet tall. The tips of his wings touched the ceiling. 

The lowballers skittered back as far as they could against the cavern 

wall. 

Zu gazed at them with disdain in his eyes. He focused his attention on 

the chest. Fire and smoke poured out with his breath when he spoke. “Is 

everything going according to plan?” 

“We’re on schedule, master.” 

“The key to the chest?” 

“It’s in town, master.” 

“And the locksmiths?” 

“They have five days to make the key usable for our needs. I’m certain 

they’ll be up to the task.” 

“For your sake, I hope so.” Zu walked over to the chest. He verified 

that none of the seals or insignias were damaged. “The contents will point 

the way to the pages. I would rather free our brethren and sisters sooner 

than later.” He pointed to the lowballers. “And what are these?” 

“Lunch.” 

The lowballers’ screams blended in with Zu’s laughter. 



 

 

Author Bio 

John Magna was born and raised in rural North Carolina surrounded 

by family that loved to read. He picked up the habit and took it one step 

further by writing. 

Growing up he wrote a play, various short stories, lyrics for bands that 

never materialized, and the occasional poem. 

He is a self-proclaimed information junkie, martial arts and anime 

enthusiast, occasional PC gamer, and dreamer. 

Rogue Hunters is the first book in The Book of Mainyu Series. 

John Magna has lived in North Carolina, Michigan, Florida, Arizona, 

and South Carolina.  

He can be found @ https://johnmagna.com 

  

suriel
Typewritten Text

suriel
Typewritten Text

suriel
Typewritten Text

suriel
Typewritten Text
Author Profiles:Bookbub: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/john-magnaBooklikes: http://johnmagna.booklikes.com/Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/John-Magna-1753188534971439/Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/john_magnaLibraryThing: https://www.librarything.com/author/magnajohn

suriel
Typewritten Text




