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  PART I









  
  1. Who You Gonna Call?


Glass shattered around me as the entity burst through the skylight of Union Station. Shards rained down as screams erupted from the crowd of shoppers stomping over each other to evacuate the train station-turned shopping mall. I threw up a shield of glowing green energy, protecting Emilie and Merlin from the falling debris. 
“What in blazes is that thing?” Ned shouted, fumbling to ready his shotgun. 
The shadowy creature towered over us, smoky tendrils lashing out and destroying anything they touched. Definitely conjured from dark ether, but something about its form was different than anything we’d faced before. The entities produced by the mare, before, were almost real—too real. This was the opposite. It phased in and out of reality, avoiding most of our attacks as if it wasn’t there before materializing again. 
“Looks kinda like my ex-wife, only better lookin,’” Ned quipped. “All dark and nasty, with a temper that could curdle milk.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yes, very helpful Ned. Now let’s focus on stopping it before it brings down the whole building.”
Sloane was already analyzing the entity, brow furrowed in concentration. “The energy is concentrated at a core in its chest. When its tendrils disappear and its limbs fade, the core remains. That’s got to be a weak point.”
Emilie slid her bow across her violin’s strings. A haunting melody filled the air. She wasn’t playing to entertain us. She wasn’t casting a vision. Not exactly. In fights like this, a little bardic inspiration gave us foresight, an occasional glimpse of our enemy’s actions a split-second in advance. 
Merlin’s eyes flashed. “It’s going to strike left, then right!” he called out. 
We dove out of the way as massive claws smashed through the floor where we’d been standing. I quickly traced a Druidic symbol in the air, drawing on the station’s native stone to bind the creature’s limbs. It slowed the entity, but only for a moment.
“Metatron’s Cube, now!” I shouted to Merlin. We combined our magic, forming the sacred geometric shape. It surrounded the creature, the spell that had defeated so many ether-made foes before. But the entity only roared, breaking through the bonds. 
“It’s not working!” Emilie yelled. “This thing’s not just dark ether, there’s something else giving it form!”
“Then we hit it harder,” Sloane said, eyes blazing with determination. She sprinted at the creature, dodging its blows while aiming at its darker core.
Sloane fired her pistol—one shot after the other striking the entity’s core. The creature didn’t like it, it screeched as each bullet hit its mark, but it didn’t slow it down.
“I think you just pissed it off!” Ned shouted. “That means, give it more of the same!” 
I furrowed my brow. Was angering this thing more really the best approach? Before I could respond, Ned’s rifle cracked three times in quick succession. Searing light lanced through the shadows veiling the creature’s heart. It recoiled with an unearthly shriek, thrashing in agony. Ned’s shots had pierced straight and true.
But the creature was far from finished. Gathering itself, it unleashed a shockwave of dark energy. The pulse rippled out, shattering glass and throwing us off our feet. 
Emilie rolled to her feet, nimble as a cat. “Ned, left flank! Hit it while it’s weakened!”
Ned was already moving, chambering another round. “On it!” 
Ned fired again. The entity convulsed, wavering on the edge of dissolution. But we had to finish this quickly, before it could regenerate. 
Sloane’s eyes met mine, and I knew we were thinking the same thing. We had to end this now.
“Elijah, with me!” Sloane shouted. “We need to draw it into the open.”
I gave a sharp nod and fell in beside her as we charged the creature. It swept its multiple arms wide, sending a shockwave of debris hurtling towards us. We dove and rolled, narrowly avoiding the chunks of concrete crashing down around us. 
My knees ached in response. I wasn’t exactly a trained acrobat. It certainly wasn’t by skill I avoided the creature’s assault. It was luck as much as anything. 
Coming up in a crouch, I aimed my staff and summoned a gust of wind that knocked the entity back a step. Sloane seized the opening and fired again and again, rounds sparking when they struck the entity’s core. It stumbled towards the station’s open concourse, just as we’d hoped. 
If we could lure it outside, I had a lot more at my disposal I could use against it. The city was never ideal when it came to my druidic abilities. Too much asphalt, concrete, and brick. If we were in the forest, everything in my environment was a potential ally. But there was more I could use outside than inside Union Station. 
“Keep firing! Take it down!” Sloane yelled.
Ned didn’t need to respond. Blast after blast echoed through the facility. Another reason I was glad to get outside. Too much more of this and I’d suffer permanent hearing loss. 
Emilie’s eerie melody sent waves of bardic energy around me. I saw her, in my mind’s eye, get swept up in the creature’s tendrils. Her power only gave me a split-second to react. 
The creature unleashed a terrible shriek that reverberated through my bones. 
“Look out!” I shouted as dark tendrils lashed towards Emilie..
But I was too late. The tendrils coiled around Emilie with blinding speed. She screamed as they lifted her off her feet, squeezing the air from her lungs.
“Mom!” Merlin cried. 
Ned fired at the tendrils, trying to sever them, but it was no use.
Sloane’s eyes blazed. “We end this now! We don’t have time to finish luring this asshat outside. Elijah, give me a boost!”
I winced. We’d been practicing this maneuver. Not with a lot of success. But Emilie’s life was in danger. We didn’t have a choice. 
Sloane sprinted full tilt at the creature, firing as she ran. I summoned a gust of wind from my staff, launching her into the air. Sloane landed on the entity’s back, clinging to its neck. It bucked and writhed, trying to shake her loose. 
Sloane grinned fiercely. “Gotcha.” 
She jammed her pistol straight into the creature’s dark core and pulled the trigger. The shot rang out, and the creature collapsed like a felled tree. 
Another spell from my staff caught Sloane in a whirlwind and lowered her to the ground. 
Emilie tumbled free of the dissolving tendrils. I ran to her side, helping her up. 
“That was way too close.” She gave me a shaky smile. 
Sloane walked over, holstering her gun. “All in a day’s work.”
Emilie leaned against me, catching her breath as we watched the creature dissolve into wisps of dark ether. 
“Is it dead?” Merlin asked hesitantly.
Sloane prodded the puddle with her boot. “Seems like it.”
I let out a relieved sigh. “Good work, everyone. We make a hell of a team.”
Merlin’s stomach rumbled loudly. “Man, I’m starving! Can we get something to eat?”
I chuckled and ruffled his hair. “I think we’ve earned a meal. There used to be a Hooters right here in the station. We could head over...”
Emilie shot me a withering look. “Absolutely not. That is completely inappropriate.” 
“Aww, come on!” Merlin pleaded. “I heard they have awesome wings!”
“Don’t even think about it,” Emilie said firmly. 
Sloane nodded in agreement. “Pretty sure they moved out of here years ago anyway. I doubt any of the restaurants are even open for dinner after the evacuation.”
Ned stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Actually, the new Hooters location ain’t far. It’s just over on—”
Emilie silenced him with a glare. “How on earth do you know that?”
Ned looked sheepish. “I, uh...might’ve been there a few times. This week.”
I laughed and clapped Ned on the back. “Well, I think we can find somewhere else for a victory meal.” 
We headed out of the ruined station, the setting sun bathing the streets in a warm glow. Despite the lingering ache of battle, I felt a sense of deep contentment. We’d overcome another threat together, protecting this city that had become our home. 
As we walked, Emilie slipped her hand into mine. “I’m proud of us,” she said softly. “We stopped this thing. But this is getting worse. The creatures are getting more threatening. And there’s no sense trying to hide the reality of what we’re facing anymore.”
All I could do was shake my head. I’d say the up-tick in ether-related activity was good for business, but we weren’t in this for profit. The more commonplace these monsters were, the more calls we received. People were slowly learning—like the Ghostbusters—that when there’s something strange in the neighborhood, we’re who you’re gonna call. 






  
  2. Next Steps


The door to the Druid Detective Agency swung open and we trudged inside, exhausted but triumphant. Our latest case had taken its toll, both physically and mentally, but we’d emerged victorious against the forces of darkness once more.  
I took in the familiar surroundings of our cluttered headquarters. Ancient artifacts and mystical tomes covered every surface, reminders of mysteries solved and supernatural foes defeated. My gaze settled on the old piano in the corner, left there by the Adepts of the Vesica Piscis. When Emilie played, it unveiled visions of past and future, just like her violin. Not as portable, though.
Emilie flashed me a weary smile as she set her violin case down. Her intuition had guided us through many a close call, but the fight had drained even her endless optimism. The others looked similarly spent—Merlin’s hair disheveled, Ned bandaged and limping slightly. But we were home now.
I gestured to the large table dominating the room’s center, its surface strewn with maps, files, and photographs—the detritus of our investigations. “Let’s gather round. We’ve got a lot to discuss.”
The team shuffled over and slumped into the chairs, fatigue showing in their postures. 
I gestured to a map of the city spread across the table. “Every push pin marks a case we’ve taken over the last few months. So far, it looks like everything is still confined to the region, but things aren’t consistent. It’s like the ether is learning new ways to interact with people’s minds.” 
“Any theories?” Emilie furrowed her brow. “Like, is there some kind of intelligence behind what’s happening, or it is all random?” 
Merlin leaned forward, eyes wide. “I know Corvus Blackwood is in the nut house… but…”
“Mental health facility,” Sloane added. “Nut house is offensive.” 
I snickered. “Sometimes you feel like a nut. Sometimes you don’t.” 
Sloane rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.” 
Merlin giggled. “If I was an almond, I’d be upset that you thought it was offensive to refer to humans as nuts. Like, what’s wrong with that?” 
I raised my hand. We’d have to address political correctness with Merlin later. But the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. I never meant to be offensive to anybody. But you know, sometimes, my little piggies ended up right in my mouth. It’s hard to keep up with what’s offensive and what isn’t these days. 
“She’s right,” I said. “Most of the people there are actually sick. It’s not their fault. They aren’t all trapped in their nightmares, like Blackwood. But I know what you’re getting at, Merlin. Just because he’s out of the picture doesn’t mean there aren’t Mordredans out there working behind the scenes to manipulate the dark ether.” 
Merlin shook his head. “We’ve seen what can manifest from someone’s nightmares. I’m not saying there’s a mare using the ether to force Blackwood’s imagination to become real, but how do we know that he’s not still controlling things with his mind?”
“Merlin has a point,” Emilie said. “What if Blackwood’s directing the ether, manifesting monsters, from inside his nightmares?”
I grunted. “It’s possible, but we have no proof of that. It might be wise to move him to a facility further from the city, where he can’t affect the ether.” 
“I can use my contacts at the station to have that arranged,” Sloane said. “But like you said, we have no proof he has anything to do with any of the cases we’ve taken lately. What if the ether isn’t changing so much as people are?”
I scratched my head. “It’s more likely, I’d say, that people are more prone to influence now than it is that the ether is evolving. But it’s probably just as likely that someone, or something, out there is playing Quentin Tarantino and directing the chaos.” 
“As much as I’d like to blame these disturbances on Blackwood or the Mordredans,” Emilie added, “the recent influx of paranormal enthusiasts trying to ‘help’ is muddying the waters.”
Sloane nodded, her expression grim. “There are too many players in the game. Not to mention, when you’re attracting people with overactive imaginations already… well… that’s just ripe for a dark ether monster outbreak.” 
I shook my head in exasperation. “It’s getting out of hand. These amateurs may have good intentions, but they have no concept of proper protocols or safety precautions.”
“We need to discourage them before someone gets seriously hurt,” Sloane said. 
Merlin perked up suddenly. “What if we gave them a fake case? Something engaging but ultimately harmless. It could keep them occupied and out of real trouble.”
I considered Merlin’s idea. “A decoy might work,” I said. “Let’s put our heads together and come up with a diversionary operation. If we’re clever about this, we can steer these well meaning intruders toward a less destructive path.”
“There are plenty of haunts in the city already,” Ned said. “Maybe we can stir up a poltergeist or two. I’m already connected to all the paranormal Reddit feeds. I can spread some rumors.” 
“The Lemp Mansion is rumored to be one of the most haunted places in the world,” I said slowly as I pointed at its location on the map. “And it’s right in the middle of all the dark ether activity. We might be better off spreading rumors about something outside the radius of activity, like Jefferson Barracks south of town.” 
Ned nodded. “Lots of activity there, too. But c’mon, Elijah. Hunting ghosts doesn’t have the same allure when we’ve had big bad wolves, nasties like that thing at Union Station, and sasquatches lurking around the city.” 
I bit my lip. “A fair point. But what else are we going to do?”
“Well, I’ve been on my fair share of sqautch hunts,” Ned said, his brow furrowed. “And there’s only one thing that’s ever distracted me enough to take me off the case. It starts with a free and ends with a beer.”
I shook my head. Just when I thought we were making progress toward a solution, Ned had to have an idea. Not that all his ideas were beer related. Eight out of ten, probably. 
“Beer doesn’t solve problems,” I added. “Despite what you might like to tell yourself.”
Before anyone else could present an alternative idea, the front door burst open. A disheveled woman rushed in, eyes wild with panic. 
“Please, you have to help me!” she cried. “It’s my son, Tommy. He joined that cult! Now he won’t come home or even speak to me!”
Emilie hurried over to calm the distraught mother. “Just take a deep breath. Tell us what happened.”
As Emilie led the woman to a chair, I exchanged a grim look with Sloane. A cult? That was the last thing we needed now. I should have expected it, though. Dark energy in the air. Strange creatures emerging out of human imagination. It was only a matter of time before people brought religion into it. 
“What do you know about this group?” Sloane asked gently. 
“Not much,” the woman admitted. “But Tommy gave me this.” She held out a pamphlet. I scanned the artwork—a chalice like those that Catholics use for the Eucharist, against a black, smoky background. 
Percival had sidled up next to me. Now he scratched insistently at my leg. I looked down to see his eyes fixed intently on the image.
“What is it, Percival?”
The woman looked at me like I was crazy as the talking cat and former Arthurian knight spoke to me. To her, and Sloane and Ned, his words were a chorus of meows. 
“That chalice,” he murmured. “It’s the Holy Grail, the one I quested for when I was a knight.” He sat back on his haunches. “If there’s even the slightest chance that this cult has recovered it, the consequences could be grave. We must investigate!”
I met his resolute gaze. I’d considered turning down the case. Not that I didn’t care about her son, or how this cult brainwashed him, but that wasn’t what we did. Some whacko making prophecies related to the dark ether, or the monsters it made, was little more than an unwelcome distraction. We had to focus on the source of the problem. But if Percival was right, if this cult had acquired the grail of legend, and if the grail really was as powerful as Percival said, it had to be a priority. 
“Don’t worry, ma’am,” I said. “We’ll get to the bottom of this and bring your son home safely.”
She clasped my hand. “Oh, bless you! Tommy’s not himself. He’s a good boy.” She shook her head. “I should say he’s a good man. He’s twenty-three, but you know, he’ll always be…”
“He’ll always be your baby boy,” Emilie said, eyeing Merlin. “I get it.”  
“He’d never get involved with something like this if these people hadn’t got into his head. Save him! Please, Mr. Wadsworth!”
I squeezed her hand reassuringly. “We’ll do what we can.” I turned to Sloane. “Why don’t you sit down with our… pardon me ma’am, your name?” 
The woman wiped away a tear and sniffled. “My name is Rose. Rose Turner.” She glanced around the room, eyes flitting from person to person, lingering a moment longer on Percival, who was now grooming himself with an air of regal nonchalance.
“Sloane here is a real detective.” I’d discovered before that sharing Sloane’s resume with our clients put them at ease. “She’s working for us now. She’s going to ask you some questions. In the meantime, we’re going to do a little research ourselves.”
“Research?” Merlin groaned. “Really, Dad? I’ve been through all those books a hundred times now. I remember nothing about a grail.” 
I nodded toward Percival. “Right. Research. We need to learn everything about the legend of the Holy Grail that… a certain furry knight among us knows a lot more about than the rest of us.” 






  
  3. Siamese Please


“Alright fellas,” Ned announced. “I’m headin’ down to the QuikTrip for a fresh can of Skoal. Anybody need anything? I can grab some roller dogs, beer, donuts, beer, fountain drinks, beer...” He trailed off, a toothless grin creeping across his bushy face.  
Before I could respond, Merlin piped up from the corner. “Ooh, can you get me some Skittles, Ned?”
“Sure! Just gonna need that credit card, Elijah! I ain’t workin’ a charity here.” 
“No more junk food today,” I said, giving Merlin a pointed look. “We have grapes and baby carrots in the fridge if you want a snack.” 
Merlin stuck out his lower lip. “But daaad...”
I held up a hand. “My decision is final.” 
“Can I still get your credit card?” Ned asked.
I stared at Ned blankly. My lack of response told him everything he needed to know. Without protest, Ned turned and sauntered out the front door. I was admittedly relieved he was leaving. Ned could be an asset, and he was fine company—in small, intermittent doses. 
Merlin huffed, then turned back to his book. I stifled a smile. He was growing up so fast. He’d helped us defeat some pretty nasty monsters. Not the sort of thing most fathers expected from their ten-year-old sons. But moments like these reminded me he was still just a kid. 
“Sloane is going to get all the information she can from Mrs. Turner,” I said as I scooped up Percival and scratched him behind his ears. He pushed his head into my hand with intention. Clearly, I wasn’t petting him. He was using my hand to pet himself. “Is there anything else you remember from your life before? Anything about the grail that might shed some light on this case?” 
Sir Percival craned his head backwards, his purr vibrating against my hands. “Yesss… just like that… you know how I like it…”
“Percival!” I pulled my hand back. “Focus, please. This is about the Holy Grail, remember?” 
Percival yawned. “I’ve told you my story. All I can say is that if this cult, whoever they are, has the grail, it can’t be good. The only thing I knew for sure when I touched the grail was that I couldn’t bring it back to Camelot. It had great power—but the power itself was only meant for the righteous. Dare I say, not even Arthur or Merlin, no offense, could have resisted its temptations.”
“Temptations?” I cocked an eyebrow. “For power, you mean?”
“Perhaps,” Percival said. “Think it no coincidence that when Christ first blessed the cup, it was only a matter of hours before one of his companions betrayed him for a few pieces of silver, and the one thought most loyal to his mission denied him three times. Not to mention, that whole crucifixion bit put a sour note on the entire weekend. Until Sunday, anyway.” 
Emilie furrowed her brow. “You think the grail had something to do with all of that?”
Percival huffed. “I don’t know! I’m just saying, when something that good and pure is the object of one’s quest, when one drinks of such a cup, it changes everything. Whatever darkness is inside of you comes out. At that moment, the journey I learned on my quest was clear.” 
“Clear in what way?” I asked.
Percival sighed. “You wouldn’t understand.”
I shrugged. “Try me.” 
“Everyone has secrets,” Percival said. “A little darkness we keep hidden away on the inside, something we can retreat to as a kind of escape when we can’t face our own failures, or when the brokenness of this world becomes too much to bear. The grail simply forces that darkness out in the open. It exposes our false self, that version that we never show anyone else, and forces us to do battle with it.”
“That’s the thing about battles,” Merlin added. “Someone has to win. And whoever wins usually takes control.” 
“Precisely.” Percival pawed at Merlin’s leg. “When the false self is called out, even if it doesn’t completely defeat the better side of your spirit, it will deal some serious blows.” 
I bit my lip. “You’re telling me you won that battle? You chose a righteous path?” 
Percival winked at me. “In another life. But in this life, well, I have nine different false selves, and they all enjoy the same debaucheries. Siamese. Siamese. Siamese. Meow.” 
“Interesting,” I said, rubbing my chin in thought. “But isn’t confronting someone’s darkness a good thing?”
Percival nodded, licking a paw nonchalantly. “Essentially, yes. We must all deal with our primal urges, our self-centered desires, eventually.”
“Even if that involves a Siamese?” Emilie snickered.
“One Siamese?” Percival tilted his head. “I do my Siamese in threes, please. And before you say anything—yes. I’m a poet and I know it.” 
“But if this cult has the real grail… I’m guessing it’s not exactly bringing out people’s sin, so they can be forgiven.” 
“That’s the thing,” Percival said. “I had to endure a quest that tested me, prepared me, to confront what the grail showed me. The cup is a lot like a mirror. It shows you the truth you already know—but are afraid to admit. Without the quest, without the journey that prepares someone to face their darkness, their innermost evil would take control and dominate. The false self would become the only self.” 
Merlin’s eyes lit up. “When you told us about your quest, you said that after you went through a lot of bad things and got hurt real bad, a portal appeared. It took you to some other world where you found the grail, right?” 
Percival hesitated, clearly unsure. “I’m uncertain. The realm I discovered was like ours, yet different in a way I cannot explain. When I stepped through the portal, all the trees that were around me before remained. The
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