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One


“Well,” Shadow said, looking around at the reinforced doors and security system cameras, “this is impressive.”
Jackson smiled as he led them along the corridor. “Hazards of the Paranormal Division—and I guess government intelligence agencies in general. They have to be prepared for attack.”
Gabe’s eyes narrowed as he examined their surroundings. “I guess they do. It feels like a warren down here.”
Harlan was walking alongside Shadow, and he nodded. “I think I’m lost already.”
“I felt like that the first time I was here,” Jackson admitted, “but I’ve got used to it.”
Shadow exchanged a look with Harlan. As suspected, Jackson was very familiar with this place, and as usual, he’d underplayed his hand.
It was Wednesday morning in early July, a couple of weeks after the events with the Dark Star Astrolabe in France, and Jackson had invited Shadow, Gabe, and Harlan to the government’s Paranormal Division headquarters. It was situated in the basement of the MI5 building and accessed via a rear entrance on Thornley Street. They had passed through the plain front rooms to a well-manned security checkpoint where they had been searched and scanned, and annoyingly, Shadow had to leave her weapons in the screening area—even the ones she tried to conceal. 
Once through security, they used the lift to descend two floors down from street level, and found themselves in a low-ceilinged space with narrow corridors and small rooms. It felt cramped and neglected.
Harlan huffed. “It feels like you’re out of sight, out of mind down here.”
“That’s exactly how they treat the PD, and it suits us,” Jackson admitted, not looking concerned in the slightest. “The bigwigs don’t really like to acknowledge what we do here. Hence the rear entrance. But there are a couple of labs here, a back entrance that leads to our own morgue, and even a few cells which we can use for a limited time. They have another entrance, too.”
“I presume,” Gabe said, prowling like a caged cat, “they are well guarded?”
“Of course.” Jackson grinned as he stopped outside a closed door. “Anyway, time to meet our director, Waylen Adams.”
Our? Shadow had a feeling they were being recruited, whether they wanted to be or not.
Jackson swung the door open into a very unusual office. The entire back wall was glass, and as they progressed into the room, Shadow could see that the vast window looked onto a couple of labs staffed with a handful of black-clad scientists. There appeared to be one old-fashioned laboratory, complete with alembic jars, glass jars, flasks, crucibles, and other equipment, and another one kitted out with state-of-the-art machinery and modern technology.
She inwardly groaned. More alchemy and magic. She’d pretty much had her fill of it with Black Cronos and JD, but knew it wasn’t going away. However, she had very little time to take in the details, as a man rose from behind the desk and limped around to greet them as Jackson made the introductions.
Waylen was a very average man who Shadow estimated to be in his forties. Average height, average build, wearing an average suit, and with sensibly cut hair, but his eyes were a pale brown, the colour of honey, and it felt like they looked right through her.
“Good to meet you all,” Waylen said, shaking their hands. “Jackson has explained how helpful you’ve been regarding Black Cronos.” He ushered them into seats around a large, wooden table. “Your fighting skills are impressive.”
“Er, not mine,” Harlan said, shooting Jackson a nervous glance. “Are you sure you want me here?”
Waylen smiled, his sharp eyes narrowing. “Oh yes. You work with JD.”
“Unfortunately, yes, I do. What’s that got to do with anything?”
“I’ll get to that.” Waylen turned back to Gabe and Shadow, studying them with interest. “Not many could have killed so many of Black Cronos’s…soldiers.”
Gabe gave him a grim smile. “As I’m sure Jackson has told you, we have a few extra skills that others don’t.”
Waylen nodded. “Advanced fighting ability, wings, and,” his gaze slid to Shadow, “fey magic.”
Shadow bristled under his stare. “I presume we’re here because you want our help.”
“With Black Cronos, yes. We’re trying to find where Toto Dax and The Silencer of Souls have fled to, but so far are having limited success. They’ve covered their tracks well. But,” he stood and walked over to the window to look at the labs, “in the last twenty-four hours we have identified one lead that seems to be current. I’m just waiting on an update.”
Gabe nodded. “And you want our help to find them?”
“Exactly.” Waylen leaned against the glass and folded his arms across his chest as he stared at them. “I had originally thought to keep our search within this division, but I have to be realistic. We need your help. What I want to do now is secure your agreement. You have brothers, I understand, and a witch who helped you in France.”
Herne’s horns. Shadow knew she’d have to put up with more time around Estelle, but it still grated on her.
 Gabe said, “Six brothers, but not all are free to help all the time. I organise their availability.” He glanced over at Harlan. “We also work with The Orphic Guild, in addition to doing a few other things.”
Waylen shrugged. “That’s fine. I trust you to organise who you need and when. Just be aware that you may have to move quickly.”
“We can do that—for a price. I presume you offer good rates?”
“We’re competitive.”
Shadow butted in before anyone else could answer. “You’ll have to be very competitive. Black Cronos is dangerous. That means hazard pay. Or no deal.” 
“And,” Gabe added, “we want real details, not just some sketchy, scant amount of information you’re happy to tell us. If we’re risking our lives, it’s the least you can do.”
“Agreed.” Waylen limped back to the table and Shadow wondered what had caused his injury. If Waylen noticed her interest, he didn’t explain himself, instead saying, “I want you to be successful, so of course I’ll share what we have.”
Gabe leaned forward, arms resting on the table. “Are we expected to catch them or kill them?”
“That really depends on the circumstances, I guess.” Waylen glanced at Jackson, who was watching the exchange. “Jackson will liaise with you.”
“And where do I come into this?” Harlan asked, looking very suspicious. 
“I need you to keep tabs on JD, and make sure he doesn’t get in the way.”
Harlan snorted. “You’ve got to be kidding! You want me to watch that sneaky son of a bitch? I hardly ever see him. And in case Jackson didn’t tell you,” he gave Jackson a long sideways glance, “we’re not exactly on good terms right now.”
Waylen smiled. “I understand. JD is a tricky character. Has he recovered from his experience in France?”
“Being kidnapped by Toto Dax? I think his pride was more injured. It’s Mason who was affected more. He’s grieving for Smythe. In fact,” Harlan shuffled in his seat, “it would be fair to say he wants revenge. He’s furious.”
Waylen’s hands steepled together, elbows on his desk, and he leaned on them, his eyes hooded. “Yes, I understand that. They’ve been responsible for many deaths in their time. How is Caldwell Fleet? I gather his colleague was killed, too.”
”As well as can be expected,” Harlan told him. “Especially considering the manner of his friend’s death.”
“Aubrey Cavendish,” Gabe said, his voice hard, “was killed by The Silencer of Souls. You wouldn’t happen to know how she kills with her lips, would you?”
Waylen sighed. “I’m afraid not. But I would dearly like to.”
Gabe muttered under his breath, “Of course you don’t.”
Shadow knew that Gabe had been more disturbed than he’d like to admit when he was attacked by The Silencer of Souls. Not many things unnerved him, but she did. However, Waylen ignored Gabe’s sarcasm and opened a slim folder, extracting several sheets of paper. He slid them across the table, one for Shadow and Gabe, and one for Harlan. 
“Our contract. It outlines our terms and pay. I need your answer now, though obviously I’ll give you a few minutes to go through it.” He headed to the door. “I’ll be back soon.”
In seconds he’d gone, leaving them alone, and Shadow leapt from her chair to study the labs beyond the glass wall. Jackson joined her. “Don’t you want to read the contract?”
“I’ll read it in a minute. I’m more interested in those.” She nodded to the men carrying out their investigations. “You obviously come here a lot. Do you know what they’re doing?”
Jackson gave a lopsided grin and ruffled his shaggy hair. The last time she’d seen him he’d looked tired, exhausted from the chase. He looked better now, flushed with success. “I’m not privy to everything that happens here, you know.”
Shadow stared at his mischievous expression. “Liar! You’re a dark horse, Jackson Strange.”
He just laughed. “It’s the name of the game.” His eyes travelled across her face and then back to the labs. “I know some things, but am not privy to all. Some of the scientists are trying to recreate Toto’s experiments. Not on humans, you understand!”
Shadow stifled a snort. “No, of course not!”
“I’m serious. It’s more the alchemical process they’re interested in.”
“For now.” Shadow knew how these things worked. The Paranormal Division were at a disadvantage, and they didn’t like it. That’s why they needed them. “They’ve been trying for years though, right? And failing.”
“But the documents we found weeks ago have changed things.”
Shadow turned to look at him. “Caldwell allowed you access to his papers?”
“Of course. That was the deal that allowed the order to have access to the Dark Star Temple.” Jackson pointed to a far wall where a series of objects were laid out. “A few things we retrieved. But so far, all that they prove is that Toto—or someone—is a genius. And of course, he escaped with some of the research.”
“It’s early days though, isn’t it?”
“Very.”
“And you have the bodies?”
Jackson nodded. “Yes, and the remains of those who had been dead in that temple for years. They’re being examined, too.”
Images of blood tests and autopsies flooded Shadow’s mind. What a fate. Another thought struck her. “What about Stefan Hope-Robbins? Has he said much?”
“Ah! No.” Jackson rubbed his jaw, his eyes brooding. “But I haven’t seen him for a few days. Our security team continues to question him, though.”
That sounded suitably ominous. 
“Have you found the order’s mole yet?” They all knew someone had betrayed Caldwell and Aubrey, despite their protestations. Shadow just hoped Caldwell wouldn’t become a victim, too. He was an odd man, but she liked him.
“No. Things have been very quiet there, but we’re watching and waiting.”
“And this new lead?”
“Looks good.”
Before she could ask any more questions, Gabe called her over. “Have a look at this, Shadow.”
She walked to his side and lifted the contract, skimming through it. “I’m happy with it. I’m sure your brothers will be, too.”
He nodded. “At least we retain discretion as to how we organise ourselves.”
Harlan’s eyes narrowed as he put his contract down. “Standard waffle,” he drawled, “and the money is okay, but I earn more not having to babysit that awkward bastard, JD.” 
Gabe looked at him, clearly amused. “You must get paid way more than us, then. I thought the rates were pretty good.”
“Maybe you’re risking death more than I am and your rates are better,” Harlan answered, his hand raking through his hair. “I’m just risking my sanity.”
Jackson was still at the window, and he called over, “You don’t mind spying on your boss, then?”
“I’m not exactly comfortable with it, but if it keeps us all a little safer, I can deal with it.” He signed his contact with a flourish. “JD is borderline nuts…a loose cannon. I guess that’s what immortality does to you. Gives you a damn God complex. I’ll do what I can to keep an eye on him. Hell, I try anyway! I may as well get paid for it now.”
“I don’t envy you,” Shadow confessed, sinking into her seat again. 
The last time they’d seen JD was in France, and he’d left early to go to the Paris branch, leaving the rest of them in peace at the château. Days of bliss, in which Shadow had only reluctantly left Gabe’s bed. She only wished she hadn’t hesitated for so long. She glanced at him now, noting his hard jaw, firm mouth, and dark olive skin. The sun was kind to him, and he looked good.
“Seriously, though,” Harlan continued, addressing Jackson. “How the hell am I supposed to keep tabs on that man? He does what he likes when he likes, and I’ve barely seen him since France. And Mason is tight-lipped about him. There may even be a rift between them.”
“Perhaps,” Gabe suggested, also signing their contract and passing it to Shadow, “he blames him for Smythe’s death.”
“Yeah. I think there’s a fair bit of that.”
Despite the fact that Gabe and the others had saved JD and Mason, JD had barely given them thanks. Instead he was preoccupied with the papers that Caldwell had retrieved from the Minotaur’s tomb. Ungrateful bastard. But Shadow reminded herself that she wasn’t doing this for gratitude, but for the money, and JD was unlikely to ever show gratitude for anything. 
“I think,” Jackson mused, “that once JD knows we have a lead, he will suddenly make himself very available to you. Just make sure you keep him updated.”
The door swung wide as Waylen re-entered, a broad smile on his face. “I hope you’re happy with your contracts, because our lead has been confirmed. Can you travel today?”
“Today!” Gabe’s voice rose with surprise. “Sure. But I need to get the team together. Where are we going?”
“Scotland. A remote abbey, in fact. We’ll have to fly you there. We can provide weapons, but…”
Shadow interrupted him. “We prefer our own. Are you sending a team, too?”
Waylen’s smile disappeared. “There’ll be an extraction team like the last time for anyone you catch. Or kill. But you go in alone.”
“And we attack tonight?” Gabe asked. “My preference is to do this in darkness.”
“Absolutely.”
“And some of my brothers will need flights from Cornwall.”
Waylen didn’t hesitate. “Not a problem. I just need names.” He nodded to Jackson. “Liaise with him. He will organise it all.”
“And me?” Harlan asked, alarmed. “Do I need to be there?”
Gabe answered immediately. “No. It’s too dangerous. But we’ll let you know what we find so you can update JD.”
Harlan looked relieved as a wicked grin crossed his face. “Sure. I’d like to rattle him.”
“In that case,” Waylen said, skimming the signed contacts and adding his own, “here are your copies. Can you be ready by late afternoon?”
“No problem,” Shadow said, already eager to be out of there. “But we need details. Background.”
“Of course.” Waylen settled himself at the table again. “I’ll tell you what we know so far. But I warn you, it’s not much.”




Two


Nahum ended the call with Gabe, his mind whirring with necessary preparations, and went in search of Niel, who was in the barn fighting with Ash.
The clash of metal and thumps carried across the courtyard, and he could see them easily as he approached. The weather was hot, and the barn doors were thrown wide open, revealing the dusty, straw-strewn interior. Ash was of a slimmer build than Niel, and more agile. Niel was ridiculously strong and brawny, so it was an interesting fight, and well matched for all their differences. 
However, Nahum hadn’t got time to indulge them. “Guys! We’re flying to Scotland in a couple of hours. We need to pack and get to the airport.”
Ash wiped a hand across his sweat-beaded brow and walked to his side. “Scotland? Are you kidding?”
“What for?” Niel asked, cricking his neck as he grabbed a towel and wiped himself down. 
Both men were shirtless, their olive-toned bodies ripped with muscles. Niel had many tattoos, but Ash had tattoos only on his arms. Both had their hair tied up in top knots, revealing corded neck muscles.
“The Paranormal Division has got a lead on Black Cronos,” Nahum told them, hoping neither had changed their mind about the pursuit of their alchemically-enhanced enemies. “It’s just us going in.”
A gleam of pleasure lit Niel’s eyes. “Excellent. I take it negotiations went well?”
They all knew Gabe and Shadow had gone to meet Waylen Adams. “Good rates and no interference was pretty much all Gabe said. Even so, I think he was surprised we’re involved so quickly.”
“Are we taking Barak?” Niel asked.
“Gabe wants him,” Nahum admitted. Barak was at Caspian’s warehouse, flirting with Estelle no doubt. “Caspian has been good to us lately. I’m wondering how far we can abuse his generosity, though. It doesn’t seem fair to keep pulling out and leaving him short-staffed.”
Ash frowned. “It depends on what we find when we get to Scotland. If there are just a couple of them, it’s not an issue, but if it’s some kind of barracks, we’ll need him. What is the situation?”
“Information is scant. But, they have tracked businesses and places owned by Toto Dax—tricky, it seems. Shell corporations and other such weird stuff. A lot of their leads proved to be old and useless. But then they traced an old Scottish abbey to Toto. They’ve been keeping a discreet eye on it, and Toto has been spotted in the area.”
”Is she with him?” Niel asked.
Nahum knew exactly who he meant. The Silencer of Souls. “Yes, it seems so.”
Ash groaned and started to collect some of the weapons in the barn. “Of course she is. I better head to the shower and start getting ready then.” He gestured to the swords and daggers. “Can we get these on a flight?”
“You can with the permission of the government,” Nahum said, glad there were some perks. “We’ll need our protective vests, too. And Shadow wants her armour.”
Niel smirked. “We need to go through her clothes?”
Nahum glared at him, thinking Niel might want to prank Shadow, which would be a very bad thing. “Leave that with me. Gabe is calling Caspian, so with luck Barak will be back within the hour.”
He left them to prepare and headed to Shadow’s room, thinking he should call Eli and Zee with an update, too. At least leaving them behind wouldn’t be a worry this time. And they hadn’t been bored while they were away, having helped the witches with their own problems. 
For the next hour, Nahum kept busy packing their things, and was surprised when he heard Barak’s shout and his footfalls along the hall. He appeared at the living room door, grinning with pleasure when he found Nahum packing up the large case of weapons.
“He let you go, then?” Nahum asked with a smile. 
Barak headed to his side, idly picking up his own sword and running his palm along the flat of the blade. “Sounds like negotiations are up for us to be finished with Caspian in the next month or so. Just enough time for him to get more staff.”
“I’m sort of sorry to hear that.” Nahum took Barak’s sword from him and placed it next to Shadow’s armour, hoping he hadn’t missed anything. “It’s been steady work. Safe.”
“It has, but this is better.” His grin broadened, revealing white, even teeth that gleamed against his dark skin. “And Estelle is coming. She’ll meet us at the airport.”
“Good. We need a witch. I’m not sure you need the distraction, though.”
Barak laughed. “I can concentrate.”
“Really? You spend a lot of time checking her out.”
“I like to show a woman that I appreciate her assets.”
“I’m not entirely sure Estelle’s that type of woman.” The last thing Nahum and his brothers needed to deal with was a horny Gabe and Barak. “Go and pack your gear, because we need to be out of here in an hour.” That wasn’t strictly true, but Barak had a shower addiction and time pressure helped.
He nodded, already backing out the door. “And where are we staying?”
“No idea. It will be a surprise. Although, we might only be there for a night!”
Barak grunted and disappeared, leaving Nahum alone with his preparations, and wondering what they may face that night.
[image: image-placeholder]Harlan arrived at The Orphic Guild to the unfamiliar sight of Eloise Ward coming down the stairs.
She paused as she reached the bottom, greeting Harlan with a shy smile. “Hi, Harlan. Sorry, I know you only just got back, but Mason wanted to see you as soon as you arrived.”
Eloise had taken over as Mason’s secretary, and from all he could gather, she was having a hard time, mainly because she wasn’t Smythe. She’d previously worked within the admin team, and was young and competent, and Harlan was pleased she got a promotion. She was always far more polite than Smythe when Harlan considered how he’d often greeted him with his supercilious attitude. 
Pushing his uncharitable thought aside, he asked, “Is he cranky again?”
She nodded, and her blunt, dark bob fell around her flushed cheeks. 
Grumpy bastard. 
“It will get easier…I hope. He’s like that with all of us.”
She nodded and straightened her shoulders. “I know. He’s grieving, but we all are.” A hand flew to her cheek. “It’s not often a colleague dies under such circumstances, is it?”
“No. Let’s hope it’s the last time, too.” He started for the stairs, and added, “I’ll go and see him now.”
“Thank you.” She gave him a smile of utter relief and hurried onwards, and Harlan was suddenly glad he wasn’t in his twenties and so unsure of himself anymore. Although, maybe a little less cynicism wouldn’t go amiss.
Because it was Eloise who’d asked so nicely, he went straight to Mason’s office, took a deep breath, knocked, and went in. 
Mason scowled as he looked up. “Oh, it’s you.”
“I thought you wanted to see me?”
“You are quicker than I expected. Have a seat.”
Clenching his fists and wishing he’d stopped for a shot of caffeine on the way, Harlan forced himself to be polite. “How can I help?”
“Black Cronos. Have you heard anything?”
For a moment, Harlan’s fear that he was being spied on returned, and then he shook it off. This was a regular question from Mason, but the timing was uncanny. He lied, having decided that until there was definite news, he’d say nothing. “No. There have been tentative leads, but nothing certain.”
Mason banged his fist on the table. “That’s not good enough! They have got away with murder!”
“You’ve met them, Mason. They are well organised, heavily funded, and clever. It was never going to be easy. But Jackson assures me they are searching. The government is not without its own extensive resources.”
“You’re keeping in touch with him, then?”
“You know I am! But that isn’t my job. I hunt occult objects, remember? I have cases that keep me busy.”
“This is Smythe we’re talking about! One of our own!” He shot off his chair and started pacing. “He deserved a better death, and JD is giving me nothing!”
“I’m sure he knows nothing. But you see him more than I do.”
“He’s holed up in Mortlake Estate right now, so I have no idea what he’s doing. Messing with his bloody experiments, I presume.”
Yep. There was definitely a rift. “Coming up with a way to find Black Cronos, no doubt.”
“Or to turn himself into some sort of superhuman!”
Harlan blinked. “You think JD wants to do that? He’s old!”
Mason smacked his chest over his heart. “It doesn’t stop how you feel! And he felt very frustrated at being thwarted by Toto and that bloody woman and his team of aberrations!”
Fuck. He hadn’t even considered that. “Toto has years of research on superhumans, and as ambitious as JD is, I’m sure he’s not anywhere close to that.” He hesitated, wondering if Mason knew something he didn’t. “Is he?”
“I have no idea what he cooks up in his bloody laboratory.” Mason marched to his cupboard, pulled his whiskey bottle out, and poured a hefty shot, downing it in one go. “I just want justice.”
No wonder Eloise looked strained. Mason was having a very bad day. 
Mason hadn’t finished his rant. “Do me a favour, and keep an eye on JD.”
“What?” This day was getting weirder. “You want me to spy on him?” He almost added ‘too,’ but quickly clamped his mouth shut.
“Did I say spy? No! Just keep an eye on him, and let me know if he does anything sneaky.”
“That’s called spying.” Harlan wondered why he was complaining. He’d been given permission to spy on JD, and was getting paid to do it, too. The Gods were messing with him. “Seeing as he’s not here, and I’m pretty sure you’ve noticed that we clash—badly, how do you suggest I do that?”
“I’ve got some papers I need him to sign. I want you to take them to him and see what he’s up to.”
“What kind of papers?”
“Does it matter? Just do it. I’ll get them ready, and you can go tomorrow.”
Harlan knew his mouth was hanging open and that he looked like an imbecile, so he cleared his throat and composed himself. And besides, this suited him perfectly. “Absolutely. Tomorrow. See you then.”
And without giving him a chance to change his mind, he left Mason stewing and went to make himself a coffee. A strong one.
[image: image-placeholder]Despite the undoubtedly hard night ahead, Gabe was looking forward to visiting Scotland. It was another opportunity to see more of their new world, and it was even better that someone else was paying for it. 
As the plane circled over Glasgow Airport, he noted the huge, sprawling city and the water beyond it, but of more interest was the endless green of Loch Lomond and The Trossachs National Park. Somewhere in there was Arklet Abbey and Toto Dax.
Shadow nudged his arm and looked past him to peer through the tiny window. “So much green!”
He nodded, breathing in her musky scent as her face pressed close to his. “And so rugged. It’s very different to Cornwall.”
“Wild. Untamed.” She turned her head and stared at him. “Anything could happen tonight.”
“Like that worries you!”
She gave her feral grin. “I’m looking forward to killing The Silencer of Souls.” Her eyes narrowed. “Unless you want to.”
“I don’t care who kills her. But as much as I admire your enthusiasm and skills, that won’t be easy—if she’s even there!”
“I know. A girl can hope.” Shadow leaned back, readying herself for descent. “When do the others arrive?”
“Half hour after us.”
“Good. And Jackson?”
“I’m not sure. He just said he’d be in touch when he landed.” He thought back to their last conversation before they boarded the plane. “I think the extraction team was holding him up. They’ll be travelling in a private plane.”
“Lucky for them!” Shadow arched an eyebrow. 
He laughed. “So will Nahum and the others. That’s the only way they get to bring all the weapons.”
“Typical. And we go commercial!”
“But we get to travel unsupervised. I have a feeling Jackson will join us just to make sure we don’t screw up.”
She snorted, “As if!” and then fell into silence, no doubt like him, mulling on what they may find in Arklet Abbey.
When the plane landed, they threaded through the disembarking passengers to the rental cars and picked up the keys to the two SUV’s that Jackson had arranged, and had only a short wait after that to collect the rest of the team. Gabe spotted Niel first, striding easily through the crowd, a good foot taller than most people, his blond Viking-like appearance drawing stares that he was oblivious to. However, his other brothers were just as tall, all drawing looks too, as they walked purposefully through the crowd, watchful eyes darting everywhere. Estelle was with them, and although she was much shorter, her appearance was just as commanding. Gabe just hoped she and Shadow would remain civil. 
Niel raised a hand when he saw Gabe and Shadow, grinning when he reached their side. “Brother! Shadow. Another interesting night ahead.” 
“The Gods hate us to be bored.” Gabe greeted his brothers and looked at the bags they carried. “You have the weapons?”
“Right here,” Barak said, pointing to a large case. “And there.” He nodded to one that Nahum carried. 
“We better get on.” Gabe turned to lead them to the car park. “I’d like to go over our plans before we head out there later.”
“Where are we staying?” 
“An old house the government keeps on standby. One of many, I gather, from what Jackson said. It’s close to Loch Lomond.”
“And our target?” Nahum asked, falling into step next to him. 
“Arklet Abbey, not far from the shores of Loch Arklet. Isolated. One road in and out.”
“So, we fly in then?”
Gabe grinned. “Absolutely.”
[image: image-placeholder]Niel studied the map spread out on the table in front of them, marvelling at the many lochs, waterways, mountains, and endless greenery that surrounded the area.
“I see what you mean by remote, Gabe,” he said, studying Loch Arklet in particular. “There aren’t many roads around there at all.”
Ash nodded. “Perfect for Toto’s purposes.” 
“Perfect for ours, too,” Gabe said. “Not many people around to see us fly.”
They had all arrived at the large stone house on the edge of Loch Lomond about an hour before, and had quickly organised rooms and weapons. It was close to seven in the evening, and they had a few hours before darkness descended. Plenty of time to plan their attack. They were all gathered around the scrubbed wooden table situated at one end of a rustic kitchen. A huge picture window was next to them, offering a stunning view of the loch, but most of them were focussed only on the map.
“I feel I’ve missed the details,” Estelle said, leaning back in her chair and picking up her coffee. “Tell me about this abbey.”
Gabe nodded. “Arklet Abbey is privately owned, sold by the Church in the last century, and the ruins of the old abbey are still there. One of the buildings was converted into a house.” He dug out a couple of photos from under the map. “This is it. Toto has owned it for about thirty years, but there are very few records on it. It’s at the end of a drive that lies off the road running alongside the north of the loch.” 
Barak was sitting next to Estelle and examined the photos with her. “So, it’s just a private retreat?”
Gabe shrugged. “Perhaps. Various Paranormal Division scouts have been looking out for any sign of Black Cronos since France. They’ve investigated any buildings or businesses that belong to them—but it’s been hard. Toto covers his tracks well. The one sighting they had of him yesterday is the only one anyone has had yet. We have to hope he’s still there.”
Niel felt disappointed. “I thought this was going to be a bunker where some of his soldiers were holed up.”
“It might be, idiot!” Shadow said scathingly. “We don’t know!”
Niel glared at her. “Yes, I gather that. Thank you for your sarcasm. So,” he turned back to Gabe, “what’s the plan?”
“I think a couple of us should circle the place first. It’s not far from here. We can assess it properly, and then all of us can head over.”
“Too risky,” Barak said immediately. “I think we should all go and surround the place—move in slowly. If we’re spotted overhead, they could leave.”
Gabe’s jaw tightened. “You were shot and poisoned the last time we went in blind. I’d like to avoid that.”
“I know. But whether we have two trips or one, the risks are the same.”
Nahum, always Gabe’s right-hand man, sided surprisingly with Barak. “He’s right, Gabe. The element of surprise is all we’ve got. I know you want to be safe, but Barak’s idea is better.”
“Agreed,” Shadow said, taking the photos from Estelle to study them. “We have no idea what surveillance systems are there. Once in and out is easiest.”
Niel was pleased her relationship with Gabe meant she still held her own opinions, and she was good at strategising. He knew Gabe liked independent thinking, too. Gabe’s gaze dropped to the map, and the others exchanged speculative glances. Niel appreciated safety, but this was no time to be slow, and everyone knew it.
Finally, Gabe said, “You’re all happy to go in sight unseen? That map and old photos are all we have. The layout could have changed.”
Ash spoke for them. “Toto and Black Cronos are slippery. We strike once—hard.”
“What about the extraction team?” Nahum asked. “Where are they?”
Gabe shrugged. “Arriving later with Jackson. We move without them. They have to catch up—Jackson’s instructions.”
“And Jackson?” Barak asked. 
“Will be with them, well out of our way.” Gabe rolled his broad shoulders, his expression still tight, and Niel knew he wasn’t happy. Gabe was a planner, and this was sketchy. “Preferably we want Toto alive, and anyone else with him, but we all know that’s unlikely. If your lives are at risk, their death is the only option. With luck, however, we’ll find something of use in the house or grounds. But we clear it first!” He stared around the table. “Let’s split into groups. Me and Shadow will take the front of the house. Barak and Estelle, you can take the rear. Nahum, Ash, and Niel, the abbey’s remains.”
Niel nodded, pleased. Black Cronos felt like unfinished business, and he was keen to put an end to their dangerous experiments. “Good. Now for some food,” he said, rising to his feet. “I can’t fight on an empty stomach.”




Three


Shadow slipped from Gabe’s grip on the outskirts of a bare garden under the shadows of a huge tree, and watched the old, stone-built building on Arklet Abbey’s grounds.
The abbey was situated at the head of a small valley, the hills rippling around them. It was a well-protected area, nestled in its spot that would probably be sheltered from wind. There was no sign of the loch from here, but she’d had a good view of it as they flew overhead. Fortunately for their safety, it was a cloudy night with little moonlight, and the air was cool and damp.
Their initial scan of the area had shown no movement, but they hadn’t lingered, sweeping in low instead, the others doing the same. The building was more mansion than house, the ornate, gothic arched windows adding a chill to its appearance. Beyond were the remnants of the abbey, its huge, ruined buttresses rearing into the night sky. 
Gabe leaned close to her ear. “That building over there looks to be a garage.”
“No lights anywhere, though. It’s a big place.”
They stood for a moment more, trying to discern any noises disturbing the night, but there was only utter silence. If she hadn’t known about the rest of their team, Shadow would have assumed they were alone. 
“Come on,” Gabe said, drawing his sword. “Let’s take this slowly.”
Keeping to the border of the poorly maintained lawn, they edged their way to the drive and garage. Shadow felt naked without her bow. She was looking for a new one, but so far, nothing she’d seen suited her. Instead, she pulled both swords free and followed Gabe, keeping watch while he looked inside the garage, converted from an outbuilding. 
Moments later, he returned. “One car inside, but that’s all. Let’s hope that means Toto is here.”
They prowled around the front of the house inspecting all the windows and doors, but everything was sealed tight. Shadow looked up to the floors above, and on the second floor spotted a partially open window. She nudged Gabe and pointed. In seconds he had extended his wings and holding her tightly, soared upwards. She opened the window wider, and Gabe set her on the sill. After assessing the darkened room, she dropped inside, Gabe quickly following. 
They were in a bedroom, in the centre of which was a four-poster bed draped with heavy material. Evidence of female clothes and toiletries were strewn around, and Shadow saw Gabe’s eyes light up. 
Someone was here—perhaps The Silencer of Souls.
Again they waited, breath held, but still hearing nothing they passed into the corridor. A low light burned at the end, but it was an inner corridor, with no windows to reveal the glow. Gabe headed left and she went right, easing open doors to peer inside the rooms, but the whole house was unnervingly silent. 
They congregated on the landing, and together they progressed downward. They would search floor by floor, and room by room. Toto had to be here somewhere.
[image: image-placeholder]Barak grimaced. “It’s too quiet.”
“Did you think they’d be having a party?” Estelle looked at him, amused. 
“What the hell else would you do around here? Oh, wait.” A big grin spread across his face. “I can think of something.”
“Your mind is in the gutter again. Focus.” 
She turned away, but she was smiling, and Barak knew she liked his flirting. Good. He wasn’t planning on stopping. He was in this for the long game, and so far she’d kept him at arm’s length, but he sensed her resolve weakening as she began to trust him. Estelle was wary of men and relationships, and he didn’t know if it was because of a bad experience, or just her normal defensiveness. Whatever it was, he was prepared to wait. 
But she was also right. He needed to focus. The rear of the house was a walled kitchen garden, and once no doubt it would have been magnificent. A glasshouse lay to one side, but now most of its windows were broken, and the garden beds had run to weeds. It was also huge, and at one point it had probably fed the entire abbey. 
Estelle however was focussing on the house, and she pointed at a ground floor window where a chink of light was visible. She put her finger to her lips, and they crept across the grounds, keeping to the shadows. But once outside the window there was no sound from within. Barak edged to the back door and turned the handle. It was open, and he felt both excited and wary. He had a horrible feeling that they’d been spotted and were walking into a trap. 
Nevertheless, he pushed the door open and stepped inside, Estelle on his heels.
[image: image-placeholder]“Another building consecrated to a God who doesn’t care,” Ash said, shaking his head as he stepped beneath the ruined arches. “What a waste. All that time spent worshipping when they could have been doing something more useful.”
Niel snorted so softly he sounded like a horse snickering. “It soothed their soul, you heathen.”
“Heathen yourself,” Ash shot back, and the damp air swallowed his words.
“Will you both shut up?” Nahum hissed. “We’re supposed to be finding Black Cronos.”
Ash stepped into the deep shadows and studied the remnants of old walls lost within long grass, the silence settling around them. “No one’s been here for a long time, brother. It’s too eerie. Look at the grass—no footprints. Untended grounds. Slabs broken into rubble with weeds and time.”
“This place may be for the ghosts, but the house is intact,” Nahum pointed out. “Let’s pan out in a line and sweep our way towards the house. Step carefully in case there are traps.”
“I’m not a novice,” Niel complained.
“Then get on with it!” Nahum said.
Ash subdued a smile and walked to the far corner to begin his sweep, but his foot caught on something, and he stumbled. Crouching, he saw an iron ring sticking out of a stone slab, only the edges covered by grass. “Nahum!” 
Nahum spun around, his eyes widening as he focussed on the spot, and he summoned Niel, all three of them examining the ground together.
“There’s no sign of footprints around this, either,” Ash noted. 
“But,” Nahum said, poking the turf, “the grass isn’t embedded in the stone.”
Niel nodded. “As if it’s been partially maintained.” He lifted his gaze. “And it’s in the corner of the grounds. Easy to get into the woods from here.”
Nahum’s eyes gleamed in the darkness as he studied the treeline only a short distance away. “An escape route, perhaps.” A smile spread. “Keep watch, Ash, and we’ll head to the house.”
Ash looked up at the ruined walls and shells of window frames, and high above him saw the perfect spot. A ledge within the curve of the ruined gothic arch. “I’ll be up there. Happy hunting.”
Within moments he was settled on the cold stone, the window edge at his back, the abbey remains spread below him, and placing the crossbow on his knees, he settled in to wait and watch.
[image: image-placeholder]Gabe scanned the dark kitchen, his excellent night vision easily seeing used pots and pans stacked on the side. Someone was definitely here, but where were they now?
As he and Shadow progressed through the house, they had found another bedroom in use, and once on the ground floor, increasing evidence of people living there. Newspapers left in a darkened lounge, the remnants of a fire, boots and coats in the hall. The silence, however, was unnerving.
Gripping his sword tightly, Gabe stepped back into the hall where Shadow was standing, virtually invisible in the darkness. A sound up ahead startled both of them, and as they progressed down the long corridor, a chink of light came through a partially closed door, and then the murmur of voices.
Gabe raised his sword and flung the door open. It banged against the wall, sounding like a gunshot in the silence, and he leapt through, sword raised, only to come to a skidding halt as he faced Barak’s sword and Estelle with fire balling in her palms.
“Herne’s bloody horns!” he exclaimed. “I thought you were Toto!”
Barak sheathed his weapon with a sheepish grin. “Sorry, brother. I thought you were!”
Gabe panned around the room, taking in the well-stocked bookshelves and desk laden with papers. “A library.” He frowned at Barak. “Why did you put the light on?”
“We didn’t,” Estelle answered in her usual sharp tone, and once again Gabe wondered what Barak saw in her. “It was the only room with a light on. We found the back door open and searched the entire ground floor, but there’s no sign of anyone here.”
Shadow hadn’t sheathed her weapons, and instead stood just inside the room looking back into the darkened corridor. “We found the same upstairs. But two bedrooms show signs of occupation. They must have heard us arrive…or were warned.” She swung her gaze back to the room. “But why is this light on?”
“And why is the car in the garage?” Gabe asked as he headed to the desk and shuffled through the papers on it. “It’s not rusty or dusty. I think it arrived here recently.”
Barak grimaced. “They’re hiding. They must be. On the grounds, perhaps?”
Gabe shook his head. “In the ruins? I doubt it. The others must have had time to search by now, and we would have surely heard something if they’d found anyone.” A sudden image of his brothers lying dead in the ruins had him swinging around. “I’m going to look outside. Keep searching in here, Barak. These papers may give us a clue as to where they’ve gone.”
“I’ll come with you,” Shadow said.
In moments they stood at the threshold of the back door, but before they could step outside, they heard Nahum’s soft call. “It’s us, brother.” He stepped out of the shadows of the far wall, Niel with him, and headed to their side.
“Where’s Ash?” Gabe asked, looking behind them.
“Watching the grounds from above,” Niel said, “and what may be a possible escape route. That’s all we found. You?”
Gabe explained what they’d discovered, adding, “It’s freakishly quiet, and I don’t like it.” An uncomfortable prickle crept along his skin as he considered their options, still feeling like there was a trap waiting to be sprung. “I don’t understand why this door was left open, when everything else is locked tight.”
“It’s a walled garden. Secure,” Shadow pointed out as she studied the space. “They could just feel safe here…or, it’s a lure.” 
Unable to shake off his worry, Gabe said, “Come inside, and we’ll talk in there.”
When they returned to the library, Estelle was examining shelves and pulling out books, and Barak was searching the desk. Both looked relieved to see Niel and Nahum. 
“Tell us about the escape route,” Gabe said immediately.
”Ash found a stone slab in the earth with a ring set into it,” Nahum explained. “It’s big enough that someone could get through it, and it’s in the far corner of the ruins. It seemed suspicious.”
Shadow nodded. “It’s likely that an old abbey would have passages or cellars beneath it.”
“And perhaps access from here,” Barak said, pausing in his search. “Perhaps there’s a hidden door in this room.”
Niel nodded. “It would explain why this has the only light on. Maybe it’s their after-dinner activity.”
“An underground lab?” Gabe asked. “That might mean more people are down there, but I doubt it. It’s too quiet, and there are not enough cars parked.” His gaze swept around the room again, and he noted Shadow had joined the search, pulling books out and tapping the panelling while Niel and Nahum looked at him expectantly. “You want to lift the slab, don’t you?”
Niel grinned. “Of course. We need to flush them out. If they’re there!”
“They’re here somewhere, I know it! And I’d rather them be on the end of a trap than us. Which it could be!” He rubbed his jaw. “Okay. Niel, you and Ash lift that slab, and if there’s something under there, head inside—carefully. We either flush them out to here, or if we find an entrance, we pincer them in. Nahum, go with Niel just to see what they find, and then report back.”
As they left the room, Estelle said, “I could try a finding spell, it’s one of my specialties, but I’d need something of theirs. Something very personal.”
“There’d be something in the bedrooms,” Shadow suggested, clearly eager to get on with it. 
“Let’s focus on searching this room thoroughly first,” Gabe said, finally sheathing his sword. “Anything interesting in the papers, Barak?”
“Nothing much. Alchemical documents, books on ancient civilisations—all too varied to narrow them down…” Barak was crouching as he searched through the drawers and he paused, his lips tightening. “I can feel something.” 
Everyone stopped and stared as a small click broke the silence, and a section of the bookcase opened a few inches. Estelle was closest and she pulled it open carefully, revealing a hollow wall behind it and dark stairs leading downwards.




Four


Ash had been walking through the deserted passages beneath the abbey for several minutes when something snarled in the darkness, and then flew at him.
It landed on his chest, throwing him to the ground as jaws snapped at his face, drool splattering everywhere. His sword clattered out of his right hand, and he fumbled for it, while his left hand pushed against the beast’s neck, suspending it above him. It was a dog, hugely muscled, with an enormous head and jaw, and glowing red eyes.
He yelled, “Niel! Help!”
Niel came running from a side passage, and within seconds, the animal was dead as his sword pierced its side. “What the fuck, brother?”
But Ash didn’t have a chance to answer, as the clattering of claws on stone announced more. He had barely thrust the dead body off him when a second one leapt from the darkness. Ash fumbled for his sword, angling it upwards so that as the dog leapt, it landed on his upturned blade, again pinning him to the ground. 
Niel leapt over him, axe swinging as he faced the others racing towards them. Ash scrambled from under the weight of the beast, cursing profusely, and trying to maintain a tight grip on his sword, the pommel now slick with blood. He managed to find his feet as another dog leapt from a side passage behind him. What was this place? A kennel for demon dogs?
“Are you with me?” Niel yelled, the crunch of his axe sounding brutal as it bit into another dog.
“Yes! Keep moving!”
Back-to-back, they battled down the passage, gore splattering, bodies strewn in their wake, trying not to stumble over the dead animals. The sharp smell of blood and confined beasts was strong, and their snarling filled the air with menace, but a startled yelp heralded the last of them as they entered a long, low room.
Finally able to draw breath, Ash scanned the space, noting the open cages down each side and a camera in the corner. “Niel. Up there. There must be other cameras we missed. They would have seen us enter.”
Niel groaned. “Fuckers. There’s a control room somewhere.” 
“Has to be down here…unless it’s hidden in the house.”
Niel grunted as he headed to the corner, looked into the camera, and roared, “I’m coming for you!” He smashed the camera and marched to the next exit. “Onwards, brother. There’s more killing to do.”
[image: image-placeholder]Barak had barely progressed down the first passage beneath the house when he felt something click beneath his feet. 
He threw himself backwards, crashing into Gabe behind him as he yelled, “Everyone down!”
They dived to the ground as sharp metal spikes catapulted out of the walls ahead, zinging across the passage and thudding into the other side. No one moved as they waited for something else to happen, Estelle and Shadow also crouching in anticipation. 
But when silence fell, Barak struggled to his feet and pulled Gabe up. “It’s a bloody death trap! Sorry, brother.”
“I’d rather be squashed than you impaled.”
Estelle threw a couple of witch-lights down the stone corridor, illuminating the long spikes embedded in the opposite wall, all at head and chest height. 
He exchanged a wary glance with Estelle, and she pointed at the rectangular stone on the floor that Barak had stepped on, now a couple of inches below the others it was set into. “This whole place could be booby trapped, and it doesn’t look that different from the rest of the floor.”
Shadow had been at the rear, but she shouldered her way forward. “Let me. I’m lighter on my feet.”
“But not weightless!” Gabe protested. 
“I have an idea,” Estelle said. “Let’s see if I can trigger anything else. Let’s face it, if they’re down here, they’ll know we’re here by now.”
Conjuring balls of energy into her palms, she launched them down the corridor, using them like cannon balls, and as they ricocheted off the walls and ground, spikes flew from hidden recesses and pits opened up the whole way down. At the end was a wooden door.
“They really want to keep us out of here,” Shadow said, almost sounding impressed.
Barak still wanted revenge for the injury that had almost killed him, and he gripped his sword even tighter. “Well, they won’t. Nice job, Estelle. Let’s get this over with.”
Estelle laid a hand on his arm. “Hold on. Why don’t I open the door from here?”
She hurled more balls of energy directly at the door, her lips moving with a noiseless spell, and it blew off its hinges with a splintering crash. A deeper boom came from beyond it, and flames shot through the doorway. Another booby trap. While dust and debris billowed out, Barak used it as cover for his approach. He stepped carefully but confidently across sprung traps and around the spikes, finally pausing at the doorway and the ruins within, the others right behind him.
It was a control room, a handful of screens on the wall, all of which had been destroyed. Only one door lay on the other side, and it opened onto another corridor. 
“Damn it,” Gabe said. “They’re on the move. Estelle, want to do the honours again?”
She didn’t answer, instead just stepping up and hurling her cannon balls of energy down the next corridor. Nothing was triggered, but they saw multiple passages opening, and the slam of a door echoed from the far end. 
Barak gave chase, the others on his heels. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Shit!” Niel exclaimed as a boom echoed down the corridor, the ground rumbling beneath their feet, and Ash echoed his sentiment.
They were progressing slowly through the few empty rooms they found beyond the kennels, deciding to stick together for safety, but all they found were the detritus of desks and research stations. It seemed
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