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​London, May, 1974

​Chapter 1

​Under Cover of Darkness
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“I love you, and I always have,” Sebastian Lewis whispered into the darkness. He glanced around, trying to steel his nerves as fear threatened to overtake him. But sometimes love isn’t warm feelings and shared giggles, he thought to himself. Sometimes it’s sneaking down the long stone corridor of a four-hundred year old London boarding school, facing certain death to protect the young son of someone you love. 

His muscles tensed as the hum of the dim electric lights droned in his ears, one of them flickering as he approached the student wing. He did his best to keep to the shadows; the school would be crawling with hunters at any moment. The hood of his dark blue pullover concealed his almost shoulder length, bleached blonde hair. Doing so sacrificed his peripheral vision, making him jumpy, but he knew his hair was easy to spot in the dark when it caught even the slightest glint of light.  

The heavy wooden door was silent as he slipped into the boarding-house that quartered the youngest students. The record player was still spinning, the rhythmic scratching of the needle indicating that the boys had fallen asleep before Elton John’s “Goodbye Yellow Brick Road” had finished. Rather than turning it off, as he usually would have, he stood scouring the dark for adversaries. 

A slit of light from the grounds below stretched across the ceiling, catching Sebastian's eye and illuminating the room. He hurried to close the semi-open curtains, then made his way through the darkness to stand beside JJ’s bed. The boy’s breathing was deep and relaxed as he lay curled into a tiny ball under the covers, loosely clutching his plush fox on the pillow beside his head.

Sebastian felt tears pricking at his eyes as he gazed at JJ, who bore a striking resemblance to his father Jacob, Sr., the man Sebastian hated more than anyone he had ever met. But unlike Jacob, JJ was small and innocent, cheeky and clever. Sebastian’s heart shattered, the shards stabbing at his chest with every breath. 

He had received a notice only minutes beforehand, bearing his lover, Victor’s seal. The notice informed him that Victor had put a price on JJ’s head, and ordered Sebastian not to interfere when hunters, the polite term for guns for hire, arrived at the school. There was no way he could stand by and allow harm to befall any of his students, much less the son of his childhood sweetheart. 

Especially considering the notice bears an altered version of Victor’s seal, he argued with himself. It wasn’t really Victor who sent the notice. 

Victor’s crest was an intricate face of a fox with a triskelion between the ears. This one was slightly different. It had a faded Celtic trinity knot behind it and the triskelion mirrored the shape of the face and the trinity knot. He did his best to convince himself that he had no idea what it was supposed to mean, but he knew. The trinity knot with a fox resting in it was Jacob’s crest. Was this a symbol of Victor having eliminated Jacob and taken his place as undisputed head of their family?

It would come as no surprise to learn that Victor might have finally killed Jacob; he had wanted to for years. But Calla and JJ are innocent! he screamed inside his head. They pose no threat to Victor! 

Sebastian did his best to not choke on his emotion as he prepared to do what he knew he had to. Does it matter that the child is so small and helpless that he can barely defend himself? That the smallest of weapons might be enough to end him? No. Victor has to send a whole battalion of hunters just to make sure a five-year-old is dead before the sun rises. How could he? He promised! He swore that as long as I was his, he wouldn’t hurt JJ or his mother. He lied to me! 

As the maths and chemistry professor, as well as a former student of the school himself, Sebastian was far more familiar with the school than any of the hired assassins, and stealth was essential. Darkness could buy them a couple extra seconds to escape. He needed to find a way to conceal JJ.  

Sebastian gently pulled back the covers and scooped the boy up in his arms. In haste, he attempted to wrap JJ’s slight form inside his jacket. Unfortunately the mock peacoat he wore was fitted and already a bit tight over his pullover, and Sebastian himself was lean and small framed. Even being twenty-six and in peak physical condition, there was no way he would be able to conceal a child nearly six years of age on his person.

This is never going to work, he chided himself, grabbing a blanket off of JJ’s bed and covering him with it. I may only have to fight a horde of specialised killers while carrying someone almost half my size. No big deal, Sebastian groused to himself as he glanced desperately around the room. He was feeling increasingly vulnerable with every second that ticked by. I’m a teacher, not a professional hunter!

JJ woke at Sebastian’s awkward attempt at holding him. He looked up at him, his eyelids heavy with sleep. 

“What? What’s happen—”

“Silence!” Sebastian hissed. 

JJ flinched and pulled away slightly.

Feeling guilty for scolding the boy so harshly, Sebastian added in a far softer tone, “If they hear us, we’ll both be killed.” 

JJ curled up as small as he could and wrapped his arms and legs around Sebastian, nodding and clinging to him. Sebastian could see the fear and understanding in the child’s eyes. He cursed the fact that JJ ever needed to understand.

“Roxy?” JJ squeaked.

Sebastian swallowed a knot in his throat as he retrieved JJ’s plush fox and handed it to him before slipping silently out the door.

Sebastian concealed the two of them in an unlit alcove off the stone corridor, cradling JJ to his chest and keeping watch for assailants, waiting for the inevitable.

He hoped his status as Victor Todd’s “husband”, as well as his training in weapons and hand-to-hand, would be enough to keep the hunters from attacking him and JJ. Perhaps it will be enough to get us safely out of the school before I’m forced to eliminate any threats, he hoped against hope. Unlike the people about to invade, he loathed harming people.

Sebastian glanced up at the CCTV camera at the end of the hallway. In spite of how old the building was, it was updated with the latest security equipment 1974 had to offer. He needed to find a way to avoid being seen by anyone watching the monitors.

At the sound of approaching footsteps, Sebastian pulled a .38 revolver from a holster on his hip, contemplating his next move.  

A tall slender man dressed head to toe in dark blue, including a beanie and a mask, came around the corner and stopped in front of JJ’s boarding-house. The hunter pulled a long knife from his boot, cracked the door, and peered inside before quietly entering.

The moment the assassin had closed the door, Sebastian pulled the blanket over JJ’s head and ducked his own, hoping to conceal his face in his hood, as he raced down the corridor. Maybe they wouldn’t be recognizable on camera. 

He could hear his footsteps echoing up and down the hallway as he mounted the stone stairs at the end, clinging desperately to JJ. Halfway to the roof, he heard the man who had entered JJ’s room over a second hunter’s radio.

“He’s not here!” 

Sebastian’s blood froze in his veins. He had no way of knowing who the hunter was and now realised that the man was working with at least one partner. Was the partner keeping watch? They had not been alone in the corridor and Sebastian had been far from quiet. Had the assassin’s companions seen them as they fled? 

He could only hope that whoever it was that had entered JJ’s room wouldn’t harm the other two students. Some hunters were monsters, unsatisfied until they had wetted their hands with blood. He hoped this one would fear Victor’s wrath if he touched anyone but JJ. The family had strict consequences for hits at the school, which Victor had rigorously enforced.

“Anyone who enters the premises with ill intent will be hunted and killed. No exceptions. If they succeed in their mark, their family and/or associates will also be killed.” 

Sebastian was only aware of one instance in which an assassin had ever harmed a student, and one very short lived, unsuccessful endeavour, but the consequences of those two had been severe enough to keep anyone else from ever attempting it. 

He opened the door to the roof just enough to peek through the crack. It was mortally quiet, with not a soul in sight. Sebastian and JJ slipped through the door and spirited across the flat tarred surface, blending into the shadow of a small square structure less than a metre in height. It was the metal housing connected to the air ventilation system. Sebastian felt along its side and removed the grate from a large, well-oiled vent. Inside were a couple of blankets and pillows, several books, and a large knife that Sebastian’s friend and colleague, Bernard Brennus, had kept prepared should the need arise to hide JJ or any other student. 

Despite my naive belief in Victor, Bernard has always been prepared, just in case something like this ever happened, Sebastian thought with a grateful but heavy heart. 

He considered taking the knife with him, as JJ was so young, but couldn’t bring himself to leave JJ unarmed. Sebastian hoped there would be no need for it, but Bernard had taught JJ how to use it.

JJ climbed inside the vent, melting into the shadows. 

“Whatever happens, stay here, and don’t come out until Bernard or myself come to get you,” Sebastian whispered. “And don’t make a single sound, no matter what. Do you understand me?” 

JJ shrank back and nodded, his eyes seemingly overlarge in his small face. 

Caramel apple green, Sebastian remembered to himself. Just like his mother’s. Had the fear caused the green to overtake the brown, turning them the same forest green his mother’s eyes were when she was stressed? 

The diminished light from the grounds below made it difficult to see clearly, but he could never forget that beautiful shade, nor JJ’s mother, Calla. He still loved her more than life, and would willingly give his own to protect her and her son.

JJ curled up on the floor with the blanket and pillow that were already there, his hair dishevelled. Sebastian replaced the grate as silently as he could and hesitantly left.

Now that JJ was safely hidden, Sebastian glanced around the roof. It was a warm, clear May night, and the stars twinkled above as moonlight illuminated the roof. Against the sky Sebastian could barely make out a silhouette on the level above, several metres away. He quickly flattened himself against the wall below, listening.

Did whoever that is see me hide JJ? Is he just waiting for me to leave before killing him? he wondered anxiously.

He climbed up the wall to the next level and slipped into the shadows of one of the towers, his heart pounding as he waited for the intruder to approach the metal stairs of the roof. The moment the assassin came into view, Sebastian recognized him. 

Drake! He hates that I like to call him “Duck” whenever Victor hires him to do jobs for him, Sebastian thought with evil glee. Such a beautifully undignified nickname for a gun for hire. Sebastian’s stomach turned. He’s done jobs for both Victor and Jacob. He has no loyalties. No hesitation. No mercy. He enjoys eliminating his target, caring more for the thrill of the job than the payout.

Sebastian had to think quickly if he didn’t want to draw the attention of anyone else to the roof. He pulled a small penknife from his pocket and waited at the ready while Drake scanned the grounds from his vantage point. 

He must have seen something of interest, because he turned and skulked toward Sebastian, his gun drawn but at his side, pointed down. 

The moment Drake was within reach, Sebastian jumped out of the shadows and slashed at Drake's wrist. Drake recoiled, letting out a sharp “Gah!” as the weapon clattered to the ground. Sebastian then stabbed him in the throat before Drake could make sense of what was happening, much less retaliate. Sebastian hoped to not only incapacitate him but to quiet his death as well.

Drake’s face was a mask of rage as he dove forward in a desperate attempt to grab hold of Sebastian. But Sebastian, being small and quick, easily ducked and, with a carefully aimed kick, pushed the hunter down the stairs. 

Drake's tumble was deafening, no doubt alerting the entire school to their location. 

Well, shit! So much for silence. Now everyone knows we're here.
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​Chapter 2

​Underused Skills 
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As Sebastian gazed over the edge of the roof to the level below, trying to think of what to do next, he saw what had caught Drake's attention. Two men and a woman approached with one of his youngest students in tow, seven-year-old Blair. He instantly recognized all three adults, as they were all quite familiar with Victor, in one way or another. 

Blair's aunt and uncle, Isolde and Cadeyrn, were tall and slender, their pale blonde hair gleaming under the lights from the grounds below. The fourth newcomer, Duncan, was a stout and beefy bloke with thinning dark hair, who liked to throw his weight around. 

Were they looking for JJ, too? And brought Blair with them? Bloody arseholes. He really didn’t want young Blair to watch him kill his aunt and uncle. Should Sebastian run out of options, though, he might be forced to.

Sebastian had to explain himself quickly. He had been discovered by not one, but three hunters. And Duncan not only worked directly for Victor; he saw Sebastian as a soft and pampered obstacle to be eliminated.

Sebastian retrieved Drake’s discarded gun from the roof as Blair’s uncle pointed his pistol in Sebastian’s direction. “Who’s there? Show yourself!” Cadeyrn called. 

“It’s alright, Cadeyrn. It’s only me, Sebastian,” he answered, descending the stairs and taking off his hood. “I just received notice of the hit, but when I went to JJ’s room, he wasn’t there. I climbed to the roof to get a good look at the grounds. I had hoped to catch a glimpse of whoever has taken him, and to see if they were helping him to escape.”

“Great minds...” Cadeyrn quipped, flashing a nervous smile and lowering his gun. 

Cadeyrn and Isolde drew back and deferred to Sebastian without question or hesitation. They knew that Victor would have the heads of everyone on that roof if they harmed a hair on Sebastian’s head. Not to mention that, with a gun, the odds were in Sebastian’s favour, as he was fast and highly skilled. Although, it was a talent he was loath to use on people.

Sebastian swallowed hard as Cadeyrn approached, now mere metres away from JJ’s hiding spot. Drake was crumpled on the roof, writhing in pain and doing his best to quell the flow of the growing pool of blood. Sebastian cursed his lack of field experience with knives. He had spent years practising and sparring, but this was the first time he had actually tried to kill someone with one. In his panic, he hadn’t stabbed Drake deep enough, and his penknife hadn't severed the artery. 

Drake would gladly tell the others it was Sebastian who had attacked him, and Duncan would eagerly be rid of them both. He had to finish off Drake quickly or he would be forced to kill everyone on the roof, even little Blair. 

No. He wasn’t willing to go that far. He would die before he went that far. 

Duncan pointed at the wounded man. 

“Wha’ ‘appen’ ta ‘im?” The irritation at being forced to submit to Victor’s lover was plain in his voice. 

“Hello, Duncan,” Sebastian greeted him coldly, affording him little more than a dismissive glance. He then added with a sneer, “Drake attempted to ambush me while I was looking in the direction of the gate.” Before Drake could voice any defence, Sebastian turned and stared him down, shouting: “How dare you attack me? How dare you defy Victor?!”

The wounded hunter shook his head drowsily in reply, but he was fading fast and his movements were weak and sluggish. By luck or by grace, Sebastian had pierced his voice box, leaving him unable to speak.

“I always knew ‘e’s a coward an’ a cheat,” Duncan spat. The pistol he clutched in his large fist, he now shoved into Blair's small hand. “Oi, Blair, shoot ‘im ma boy,” he said with a slow, cruel smile. “Show me yer a man an’ shoot ‘im.”

“Not man enough to shoot him yourself?” Sebastian mocked. Sneering down his nose at Duncan in disgust, he shoved Blair behind him. He then approached Duncan, causing him to lose his footing when he stumbled on Drake’s leg. Rather than coming to Duncan’s defence, Cadeyrn and Isolde retreated, cowering. 

“That boy is already more of a man than you will ever be,” Sebastian spat as Duncan landed on the roof.  

Sebastian then turned back to the injured man, raised his arm, and shot Drake with his own gun. 

Blair stood frozen in shock. Forcing the boy to witness him murder someone in cold blood shook Sebastian to the core, but the alternative was unthinkable.  

“Aww,” Cadeyrn whined in irritation as Duncan clambered to his feet. “I wanted to play with him for a while.” A wicked smile blossomed across his face as he continued, “It’s always good to learn new and entertaining ways to inflict as much pain as possible!” 

Isolde crossed her arms. “Yeah! I was looking forward to torturing him. Why’d you have to do it so quickly?” she supported. “And so noisily.”

Ignoring their protests, Sebastian looked at Duncan, one eyebrow raised. “I don’t take kindly to men who try to make children do their dirty work.”

“You wanna make sumpfin of it?” Duncan challenged, squaring up and dwarfing Sebastian. 

Sebastian took the gun from the boy with his free hand and snorted. 

“Your loss,” he said with a mocking smirk, as he turned back to Duncan. “Who do you think Victor will side with?” he asked, looking him up and down with a disapproving scowl. 

Duncan spat on the floor. “Yer nothin but an oveh-dandified lapdog!” 

“Jealous?” Sebastian grinned, but he could tell that, unlike the other two, Duncan wasn’t fooled by his façade.

Duncan smacked Blair upside the head. “This is all yer fault, ya li’le piss-fer-brains! Yer spose ta fin’ JJ, not yer nanny.” Pulling his knife, he turned and pointed it at Sebastian, grabbing for his shoulder. “An’ asss fer you, I’ll take care o’ that pre’y li’le face!” 

Sebastian grabbed Blair, shoved the boy behind him, and shot Duncan point-blank in the face. “Shit,” he muttered, slipping out of his practiced posh speech. Being around Duncan makes it far more difficult not to slip back into my own natural Manchester dialect. I hate how much he and Father sound alike. Calla and I both escaped the extreme lack that we came from. The last thing I want is a reminder of it.

Cadeyrn and Isolde shrank back, but Sebastian didn’t waste any more time on them. Instead, he turned to the crying Blair, his face and voice softening at the sight of the boy’s tears. 

“What are you doing out of bed?” 

“He-he said I had to come with them,” Blair sobbed, pointing at Duncan. 

His aunt and uncle nodded. 

“Duncan claimed he wanted someone who knew this place to help track down JJ,” Isolde explained. “In reality, though, I think Duncan was simply being an arse. He probably wanted Blair to watch and learn, and maybe even force him to kill JJ himself. I had hoped that as long as Blair was with us, he’d be all right.” 

“I’m taking Blair back to the safety of the other teachers. Before you two get him killed,” Sebastian scolded. “You had better hope I don’t tell Victor, or Albert, what you did.” 

“Yes, please do take him to where the others are,” Cadeyrn answered submissively.  

“And please don’t tell Blair’s father,” Isolde begged. “Duncan didn’t give us a choice.” 

Sebastian put a hand on Blair’s shoulder and steered him toward the stairway door. 

“You two had best do a disappearing act,” Sebastian warned the adults. “Before Bernard comes up to investigate. The shots will have drawn his attention.” 

“Yes, sir,” they answered in unison and headed for the emergency ladder. 

Sebastian quickly walked Blair to the door, but before descending he stopped and looked back, making sure Cadeyrn and Isolde had indeed departed. If he didn’t get everyone off that roof very soon, JJ would be discovered. He could not let that happen. 

As they descended, Sebastian was thankful both the hunters and the teachers feared and respected him. If he hadn’t had the cover of his dual status as both a teacher and Victor’s lover, he and JJ would probably be dead already, and maybe Blair too. 

“Do you really think JJ will grow up to be like his father?” Blair asked as they walked. “Duncan and Dad both said he’s being raised to be cruel and arrogant, like Jacob.” 

“You’ve been living with him for nine months! I would think you would know better than them what JJ is like. And he’s five!” Sebastian answered incredulously. “But no, actually. He’s cheeky and brave, but not cruel. He’s nothing like his father. He’s a good deal more like you than Jacob.”

Blair smiled. “I hope they don’t find him.”

Sebastian smiled too as they slipped through a secret door behind a display case. 

“I know the school doesn’t normally take kids as young as me and JJ,” Blair continued. “I’m here because Dad doesn’t want to put up with me always being underfoot, but why is JJ here?”

“You’re a good kid, Blair, and I’m proud to know you and be allowed to teach you,” Sebastian answered. 

Blair’s father was not much better than his uncle, but Blair had come a long way since arriving two years beforehand. Sebastian hoped that the teachers would be able to raise Blair to be a fine man one day, and nothing like his father or uncle.

“As for JJ, you know that JJ’s father, Jacob, is one of the three heads of the family who own this school.” 

“Yeah, Victor Todd, Faolan Conri, and Jacob Meyers, Sr.,” Blair interrupted, trying his best to sound grown up. “Dad says they’re cousins but that Victor and Jacob are always fighting over who’s the boss of their ‘powerful crime family’,” he mocked, making air quotes.

Sebastian did his best not to chuckle at Blair’s cheekiness. “Yes. It’s because of their fighting that JJ came here. As you know, Eagle & Salmon not only specialises in training children like you and JJ in hand-to-hand combat, weapons, stealth tactics, and law, but it’s also home to quite a few children of powerful, as well as nefarious... I mean, questionable people. The Todd family has always gone above and beyond to provide the highest safety and the latest security. JJ is here to be kept safe and away from the fighting.”

“That makes sense,” Blair smiled, nodding his head. 

“This is going to be an international incident!” Sebastian grumbled under his breath as he led Blair through a secret corridor to the safe room.

It was a large windowless stone room that could only be reached via two secret entrances, both guarded by an armed teacher. There was a bank of CCTVs that were hooked up to the security cameras, two teachers with radios monitoring them and coordinating the security guards. There were dozens of students curled up on the floor with pillows, blankets, and snacks, the older ones comforting and caring for the younger ones. 

Matilda, a grammar teacher, guarded one of the entrances. A fifth year invited Blair to a cup of cocoa while Matilda pulled Sebastian aside. She was a good four inches taller than Sebastian, slender, and regal. Her brows furrowed over sharp blue eyes, uncharacteristically full of fear. 

“We gathered all the students in here the moment we realised the building had been breached. It took us very little effort to identify who the target was. The hunters came here thinking JJ would be an easy mark. Now that they are the hunted, they will surely attempt to escape. 

“We turned up the wall top electric fence the moment we realised they were coming. Do not touch it or even get near it under any circumstances! It is no longer set to merely stun, like it normally is. Although we might get one or two that way, the minute they see the first person go down they’ll all be heading for the front gate,” she informed him. “Bernard is there and I know he could use some back-up.” 

Sebastian smiled at the idea that he could be of much help. Bernard was not only the head of security but also the advanced defence instructor and a giant of a man. Matilda was especially fond of Bernard, and Sebastian could understand why she would wish for someone to watch his back.

Sebastian reloaded Drake’s pistol, grabbed an extra loaded magazine and a stiletto, and put them in his boots. He also added a dagger on his hip, next to the .38, to replace the measly penknife he had been carrying. 

Sebastian swallowed hard and walked to the door. “If Bernard and I both...” he choked as he whispered in Matilda’s ear. 

“You will both return,” she said firmly, as though willing it to be true, and kissed his forehead. 

Sebastian took a deep breath and almost smiled at her affection. They had grown quite close over the last ten years since he had been her student, but she continued to periodically treat him as though he were still a child. “Just in case. The kitt...  it's... tell Sigmund it’s stashed on top of the fridge.”

She frowned, perplexed by Sebastian’s message for the law teacher, but nodded. “I promise.” 

Running for the front doors, Sebastian pushed aside thoughts of what was to come. He knew if he thought about it, he would lose the courage to do what needed to be done.
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​Chapter 3

​The Gate to the Afterlife
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Sebastian scanned the grounds before leaving the protection of the front doors. A dozen or so hired guns had joined Isolde and Cadeyrn, all trying to flee the security guards and teachers who were now hunting them. 

Four of the assassins began climbing the stone wall that surrounded the school, hoping to disappear into the trees at the back of the estate and then London proper. Knowing that the wall top electric fence was armed, there was no way for them to escape, so Sebastian ignored them. He instead decided to pursue those headed for the entrance tunnel to the estate’s main gates.

Sebastian dashed down the stone steps and across the expansive front lawn, keeping a vigilant eye on the hunters. 

He heard the loud buzzzz of the fence along with three consecutive pops as it electrocuted three of the escapees. A few of the other assassins shivered as the victims of the fence dropped, lifeless, realising the front gates were now their only way out. By the time he heard the thud, he was in shock at the fact that so many of them fell victim. He assumed that when the first fell, the other three would jump down, but only one was wise enough. 

A few of the hunters at the front of the group stopped short of the tunnel. Sebastian could see in the dim light that radiated from the door of the guard-room that it was already littered with bodies. The hunters stared in awe, seemingly unable to wrap their minds around the height and strength of the man who stood just outside of the dim fluorescent glow, the floodlights from the other side of the gate backlighting him and making him appear all the more ominous. He nearly filled the arched stone tunnel, blocking their escape. His helmet was centimetres from the highest point of the arch as he held a ballistics shield between himself and the hunters. 

Normally a very gentle and affectionate man, this night Bernard was terrifying. And he was more than twice the size of other men.

“Is he a giant?” one of the gunmen gasped, as the rest of the hunters stopped on the grass just short of the tunnel.

“He’s only a Brennus,” Isolde answered with a smirk, but Sebastian could see her mind straining to figure out how to remove Bernard from their path.

“Only?” another hunter scoffed. “‘He was raised by Apollo! He's as good as an Ithel!”

“Elves and giants, the lot of them,” another hunter groused.

Several of the other hunters stared at Bernard curiously while some of them shivered and started backing away. 

Sebastian knew the name Ithel, as it was common knowledge that you didn’t want to cross them. They were Welsh, though, and didn't spend too much time in London, so he didn’t understand its full meaning. He had been told by Victor and his men that if he saw the god, Apollo’s symbol, or an elf or a sprite, to apologise and submit.  He was surprised to see so many tough modern men back down at the mention of elves, spites, and an ancient Greek god. After all, they were living in the 1970s! Ancient gods and the creatures who inhabit fairy tales? Apparently, Bernard had found a way to cash in on knowing how to speak and read Greek.

A shot flew past Sebastian from behind, hitting the ballistics shield that Bernard held at the ready. The group parted to let the gunman through, hesitant to join in the attack. Sebastian sighed in relief. He hadn’t noticed that any of the hunters were still behind him, and was thankful that they thought he was one of them.

As the gunman approached the tunnel at a run, he emptied his pistol into Bernard’s shield with no noticeable effect on Bernard. With every shot, Bernard leaned into the impact, advancing on the other man, until they met just outside the entrance to the tunnel. 

With a final lurch, Bernard hit the man with his shield like a wrecking ball, sending him flying across the grass. Immediately, four other men jumped on Bernard, one beating him with a discarded cricket bat he had picked up, another using the billy club he was carrying. A third man grabbed him around the throat, trying to remove Bernard’s helmet, and the fourth pulled a knife. Every time Bernard would take one out, two more would take their place. Despite the overwhelming numbers, Bernard skillfully used the ballistics shield and a large nightstick as weapons, wreaking havoc on anyone within his reach.

Isolde slipped quickly past the melee only to find the cast iron gate locked. There was not enough room for a child, much less her to slip between the gate and the stone arch, so she rerouted into the small guard-room, presumably to search for the key.

Sebastian was torn. He didn’t want Isolde to escape, but Bernard was vastly outnumbered. He knew Bernard usually kept the gate keys on his person, but couldn’t be sure he had that night. He hoped that she would be trapped unless the men managed to get the keys from Bernard.  

Sebastian turned and shot two approaching hunters then grabbed a second cricket bat from the grass and turned to assist Bernard. Taking advantage of the assassins’ momentary recoil in shock at him being their adversary, he delivered a crippling blow to the other batsman’s head and caught a second attacker on the backswing. His stomach turned at the sounds coming from the melee as three more men joined the fray with Bernard. 

There is a seemingly endless river of attackers, Sebastian thought to himself in amazement, as he regained his stance for another swing. 

A bullet shattered the top of the bat that Sebastian held beside his head, hitting one of the other hunters and killing him. Sebastian startled as it sent a shockwave down the bat, the impact nearly ripping it from his hands.  

He quickly turned to face the shooter, who was now almost on top of him, and swung the bat with all his strength. As it hit the man, Sebastian recognized his attacker. Rhys was one of Victor’s men, but he reported to Edric. Edric considered Sebastian the only thing standing in the way of him being Victor’s second-in-command, and Rhys was obviously more loyal to Edric than he was to Victor.

The bat hit Rhys hard in the shoulder, knocking the gun from his hand and sending him sprawling to the ground. He immediately rolled onto his stomach trying to retrieve the gun he lost to the impact. Sebastian leaped on Rhys’s back, pinning him with what was left of the broken bat while trying to also reach the gun Rhys had dropped, but he was too short. Rhys had a good three inches and fifty pounds on Sebastian.

Sebastian glanced at Bernard for help, but Bernard was engaged in combat with five men who, contrary to their nature, were working together to take Bernard down. Bernard needed help more than Sebastian. They were both on their own. 

It was easy enough for Rhys to toss Sebastian aside as he reached for his own .38, but Sebastian rolled, taking the feet out from under another hunter as he scrambled to his own feet in a crouch. Bolstered by his knowledge of his opponent, he decided to try getting inside
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