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Lugos is a god who over the centuries has been known by many names. In Ireland, he is known as Llew or Lugh (pronounced Lou). In the Mediterranean, he is Apollo. In the far North, he is Thor. To his young employee, Griffin, he is Agent Lugh Hart. His most used titles include Light Bringer and God Killer.

Keely Ann Lee is a sassy Southern bartender who works at the Witches Whistle in Salem, Georgia. Everyone agrees she has the worst taste in men, and that probably should include her nearest neighbor Lugh Grant.

Rhiannon is a goddess of sovereignty and the horse. She is the acknowledged leader for a supernatural community known as the Pale. Lugos owes her a debt and so he finds himself occasionally aiding her in settling problems within the Pale.

Angus is a god of beauty; known sarcastically as Angus the Pretty. His current occupation is that of model. He and Bride are siblings.

Bride is a goddess of home and hearth; known sarcastically as the Saint because she was the only pagan god canonized by the new faith. Her newest obsession is all things Martha Stewart.

Murmur is a demon of the clan Abraxas, bound in serves to Lugos for all eternity.

Zee is an aging demigoddess who owns far too many cats and likes to bake.

Seraphine is also known as Elizabeth Dunbar. She is both a high-ranking witch and a shifter. It is her death that Rhiannon instructs Lugos to investigate.

Talon is Seraphine’s brother and is the new leader of the United Shifter League. Like his sister, he is also a witch and a shifter.

Ken Larkin is a close friend of Talon and Seraphine. He works for Talon at Triton Security Corporation which is a front for the United Shifter League.

Cutter Fleming is an aging shifter who has given up his rambling ways to run a bar in Salem, Georgia, named the Witches Whistle.

Alex Blaylock is a shifter who was Seraphine’s familiar and probably her lover as well.

Bo Prideaux is a cocky shifter who works for Ken Larkin.

Shea is a shifter and analyst for Triton Security Corporation.

Cassie is a middle-aged priestess for the Sacred Grove Coven of witches located just outside Murray Kentucky. 

Jewel and Josie are twins and witches in training who recently joined the Sacred Grove Coven despite Seraphine’s objections.

Harmony, Fawn, and Cygnet are young witches with various talents who are current members of the Sacred Grove Coven.

Officer Carson Pratt is a Murray police officer and a shifter whose small farm and family border the Sacred Grove Coven’s land. 

Blye Pratt is a shifter and Carson’s wife. 

Blake Pratt is a shifter and Carson’s younger brother.

Old Man Grady is a shifter and Carson and Blake’s surly father. 

The Pale is a collection of supernatural communities that live on the fringes of modern society. The few earthbound gods who have remained in this realm acknowledge Rhiannon as its leader. The communities include the scheming witches who adored Lugos’s estranged mother, the power-struggling shifters, the temperamental dragonkin, the elusive but decidedly dangerous fae, the deeply misunderstood demon clans, the cursed werewolf packs, and the occasional pissed off demi-god with parent issues all their own.
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Prologue
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The truth can be hidden. It can be denied and never spoken of again. But just as belief has never needed truth in order to inspire, truth has never required belief in order to exist. It is this very chasm that protects an ancient race of cosmic beings we once called gods.
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Dismissed as a traitor to his race, Lugos preferred the company of modern man to that of his own kind. His reluctance to remain in contact with his kin was why he had ignored Rhiannon’s call the previous evening, but the Celtic goddess was persistent when she wanted something. So when he received two texts the following morning within fifteen minutes of each other, Lugos reached for his cell phone before she had a chance to send him another. Or worse yet, pop in on him unannounced.

He scanned the stark messages on the illuminated screen, and his stomach knotted. His jaw clenched as he thumbed a terse reply.

“Is everythin’ all right, Lugh?”

He shoved the device back into his jeans pocket and forced a smile for the woman beside him.

“Bad news. Family, I’d wager.” Her tone was just the right balance of sympathy without pity.

Keely’s guess was dangerously close to the mark. She was entirely too intuitive for his own good. Lugos opted for a very male, noncommittal grunt.

“Lugh.”

Lugos easily registered the impatience she infused into the one word. He leaned back under the hood to feel along the seals and hoses leading to and from the radiator. “I’m fairly sure you’re going to have to do more to the radiator than a cheap patch this time,” he told her, hoping against hope that the car’s problems would be enough to distract her from any more questions about Rhiannon’s text.

It had never mattered what physical form her soul took or what circumstances had thrown them together; he unfailingly found her, recognized her. His soul simply craved her soul. He would always be drawn to her light. It was that very light that anchored him, bound him to all humanity. That was her role. Without her influence, without her warm light, Lugos would have long since become numb to all but his own selfish needs, like the rest of his kin. Even after all this time, after being the cause of her death and suffering her loss time and time again, Lugos had yet to find the strength of will or discipline to stay away from her.

He had, however, managed—at least so far, this time—to allow Keely the freedom to live a relatively normal mortal existence free of knowledge of the Pale and the dangers that being in his world entailed. It had not been easy on him. Currently she was between bad boyfriends, and because of that situation, Lugos found that he could breathe again. Each morning was a gift, to wake up knowing that no man had hurt her or used her. None of them had the need to love her, cherish her as Lugos did. None ever would. But Lugos had hoped that if he gave it enough time, if he stood by long enough, that someone mortal might come along who was worthy of her.

In this lifetime, she was a brunette and, as fate would have it, his nearest neighbor. Five years ago, they’d met by happenstance over a car and her ongoing boyfriend troubles. Her soul had been apart from his for nearly two centuries, and Lugos had begun to fear that the apathy of his kind had finally taken root in his soul. But while driving home one night, Lugos had spotted the ’69 Mustang parked in Keely’s drive. “Best Offer” had been angrily drawn in soap across the Boss 302’s back windshield. Intrigued for the first time in a long while, he had stomped on the Audi’s brakes. After introducing himself as Lugh Hart to the twenty-something brunette who’d answered the door of the rundown double-wide, he’d inquired about the price of the car.

With her hands planted firmly on her hips, Keely had surprised him by saying, “I’ll take whatever you’ve got in your wallet.”

He was amused and asked the determined Keely, “Is it yours to sell?”

“Sure as hell is! Smartest damn thing I done since hookin’ up with Carlos was puttin’ that raggedy car in my name and not his lazy ass’s.” Keely’s eyes had glittered with both laughter and satisfaction, a wicked smile teasing the corners of her lips.

Lugos’s heart had slammed painfully inside his chest as recognition struck him hard. And just that quickly, the world, his world, seemed to suddenly right itself.

With little prompting, Keely had gone on to confess that she’d kicked Carlos, her most recent mistake, out of the rented trailer for cheatin’ on her. It was then that Carlos had made the fatal error of hitting Keely—not once but twice, leaving behind a bruised eye and a split upper lip before storming out. Keely had prudently filed a restraining order against Carlos and was now selling all of the man’s possessions. This included his pride and joy, to which she did indeed hold title.

“It needs tunin’ a mite. But it runs,” she’d told him, pointing at the car and waving the pink slip in her hand like a bullfighter’s red cape.

When he’d least expected it, she’d come back into his life. Lugos had grinned to himself while running his palm over the faded, Acapulco Blue fender to disguise the joy and relief that had set his heart racing. The car was an excuse; he’d known it at the time. It would take money to rebuild it, and judging by the boyfriend’s attempts at restoring the car’s interior, it was money Carlos didn’t have. What was also clear to Lugos was that the fist-wielding Carlos loved this automobile and would greatly suffer its loss. After glancing up at Keely’s battered face again, Lugos had also decided it was the first of many punishments he’d inflict on the mortal.

“I’m good with my hands. Tuning the engine won’t be a problem,” he’d told her. Reaching for his wallet, he’d then fished out what money he had and counted it before handing her $1,573.00. Lugos knew that it was more cash than she was used to seeing. The discrepancy between his financial circumstances and hers had given him a twinge of guilt. Had her existence in this world been the real reason he’d relocated from Europe to tiny Salem, Georgia? Was he so far gone that he’d felt her need and yet not known it for what it was?

Ignoring her stunned expression, he’d then told her, “Make out a bill of sale with the car’s VIN number for that amount. That should piss off your ex. If you’ll follow me to my house and park the car in the garage, I’ll give you another ten thousand in cash for your trouble.”

A tremendous grin had appeared on Keely’s face before suspicion had crept in. “You’re not messin’ with me, are ya?”

“No, Keely. The car will be worth much more once I’ve restored it. We’re doing each other a favor.”

She’d liked that idea. Fairness and justice had always been important to her. It was the one scale by which she measured everything, no matter the lifetime he’d found her in. Thrusting her hand out toward him, palm open, she’d declared, “Deal!”

Lugos had then clasped her hand to seal the bargain and perhaps both their fates. It had been in that moment, in that touch of flesh on flesh, that he’d known it wasn’t just wishful thinking on his part. She had come to him again when he had been ready to quit his fight, to withdraw completely from the world, from all he’d worked toward. He was tired of the emptiness of time, tired of fighting for the betterment of humanity, and exhausted by the never-ending feud with his kin.

But because her bright spirit was in his life once more, everything felt new again.

Thus far, Lugos had been careful to keep her at arm’s length, satisfied for now that her soul was near. But fate and his own heart were a hard combination to fight. She would be drawn to him as well but would not understand the reasons why. Though he’d tried hard over the last five years not to encourage Keely, she tended to stop by his cabin on a regular basis these days, usually with something for him to fix. Today the problem was with her late-model Land Rover. It was overheating, something it often did in the Georgia summer heat.

“How much is it gonna cost me this time, Lugh?”

Lugos didn’t have to see Keely’s face to read the worry behind the inquiry. “Not much,” he boldly lied while inspecting the engine. Rover parts were expensive, and his Keely had an independent streak that wasn’t always in her best interests. He’d quote her an amount she could afford and then pay the majority of the cost without her knowing. That way he could satisfy the needs of both of them: his need to take care of her, and her need to believe that she was self-sufficient.

“I’ll see if I can get a used part. Until it comes in, you can drive the Mustang,” he said, stepping back from under the Rover’s hood once more. He wiped his hands on the rag he’d used to check the oil level, before brushing the back of his hand across his sweaty brow. It was that time of year again, when even Georgia mornings were hot, and the humidity made you feel like you were breathing underwater.

“You sure? ’Cause I don’t want to put you out.”

Lugos grinned. It had always been so easy to please her. “Not a problem, Keely. I have to go out of town for a few days. When I get back, the part should be in. In the meantime, you’ve got a set of wheels to get you to and from work.”

“Thanks, Lugh. Damn generous of you.” She gave him a playful slap on the arm. “Tell me again why you don’t have a girl?”

“I’m too old for that kind of thing,” he replied, closing the Rover’s hood with a bang.

“Bullshit. You’re what? Thirty-five?”

If only, Lugos wearily thought. Lugos reached into his pocket and produced the keys that had brought Keely into his life. “As old as the universe,” he told her flippantly, averting his gaze as quickly as he dared.

“Ha!” Keely scoffed as she lifted the keys from his hand. “The problem with you is, you’re all closed up. Tight as a damn clamshell, you are. No woman wants a mystery all the damn time.”

“Says the woman with the absolute worst taste in men,” he teased her.

“Now, Lugh, that’s just plain mean,” Keely accused. “Why’d ya have to go an’ say that?” She tried to pout, but Lugos had heard the humor wrapped around the complaint.

“It’s true. So, so sad but true,” he teased.

In a dramatic huff, she turned on her flip-flopped heel and sashayed around the Rover in shorts that were a little too short. Reaching through the passenger-side window, she hooked her arm through the pocketbook’s leather strap and slung the bag over a shoulder.  “Well, at least I haven’t given up on findin’ me a good man,” she called over her unburdened shoulder. She then opened the Mustang’s driver-side door and slid in, tossing the purse onto the passenger seat in one fluid motion. 

“Not once have I seen you with a girl,” she added. The last word had been muffled by the slamming of the door, but Lugos understood it easily enough. After the engine roared to life, she cranked the driver-side window down and gave him a coquettish glance out of the corner of her eye.

He didn’t mind her frankness. As a matter of fact, it was one of the things Lugos liked best about her. He could always count on his Keely saying exactly what was on her mind. “Is that your way of fishing for a date, Keely?” he joked.

She pursed her lips and rolled her eyes at him, a gesture he’d seen countless times in multiple lifetimes.

“Hardly. If I wanted a date invitation out of you, I’d’ve already got one.” She put on a pair of overly large sunglasses, adjusted the review mirror, and then fluffed her hair.

Watching her, Lugos chuckled. Despite the current hardships of her mortal existence, despite the superficial package, the essence of the woman he loved always managed to shine through.

Once satisfied with her appearance, Keely put the car in reverse and then slowly backed to where he stood. She pulled the sunglasses down on her nose so he could see her eyes clearly before adding, “Besides, for all I know, Lugh, you’re married or secretly gay.”

He raised one blond eyebrow and tried to hide his grin behind an expression of complete shock. “Does it have to be one or the other?”

“Rich, good-looking man with a Christian heart as generous as the day is long, but no girl in the picture? Yeah, Lugh. I’m thinkin’ those are the only choices left, cause you sure as hell ain’t Jesus.”

He leaned forward, his hands resting on the Acapulco Blue roof. “Keely, tell you what. When I get back from this business trip, I’ll take a chance on you breaking my heart for good by asking you out on that date you seem to want so bad.” The two of them had been slowly inching their way toward this moment. Lugh had known it the instant he’d touched her hand five years ago.

Now it was her turn to laugh, a nervous little titter of unease. “All right. Will this date include a tour of where all the bodies are buried?” she asked, accepting his dare.

The soul remembers. The soul endures because it is not bound by the laws of time. The thought came to him unbidden, along with a hope he had no business nurturing.

Lugos grinned. “No, Keely. That’s second date material.”

She slid her sunglasses back up on her nose and put the Mustang in gear. “Have a nice trip, Lugh. See ya when ya get back.”

He stepped away just as Keely pressed down on the gas pedal, his eyes and heart following her down the long blacktop driveway until the trees finally obscured his view.

Long after the roar of the Mustang’s engine had faded from his hearing, Lugos stood there.

What had he done? The familiar path lay before him yet again, and so did the yearning to set his feet upon it. He had revealed his true identity to her many times. In each lifetime, there had been difficulties; but in the end, the truth of who and what he was had been something she had found a way to accept.

He’d been called by many names throughout his long life. Lugos absently massaged the back of his neck and tried to tamp down the wave of frustration and longing her company always seemed to stir in him. How could he explain to a lifelong church-attending, hell-fearing Baptist like Keely that the word god was just another honor, a title that had nothing to do with the concept of divinity she had been taught? None of his kin had ever been divine or all-knowing. The title had been attributed to them because of the extraordinary things they could do. Quite frankly, he had more in common with dark matter and stardust than he did with the mortal her spirit inhabited.

Unlike so many of his kin who had fled this realm, Lugos had chosen to remain behind because of her. He’d chosen to nurture mankind while he waited for her spirit to return to him. Not long after he’d made that commitment, Lugos had set about hiding his true nature, his very existence. It was the only way to protect himself and her.

No, her life would be safer not knowing this time. And as much as he wanted her, craved her, he needed to find the strength to protect them both. He’d have to avoid that date. Because if he didn’t, the alternative would set them on a path that was simply too dangerous for both of them.
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Still standing under the increasing heat of the Georgia summer sun, and with the thought of Keely snugly cocooned in a protective place in his mind, Lugos pulled the cell phone from his pocket and reread Rhiannon’s text. It had been direct and brief, just like the goddess:

Problem. Call me. KY

If it had been any other kin, Lugos would have ignored the summons altogether, but he genuinely liked the red-headed goddess. She was the ultimate authority where the Pale was concerned, and unfortunately he still owed her a favor. After a brief debate with himself, he scrolled through his contacts and then dialed her cell number. She let the phone ring twice before answering.

“Llew. I’m so glad you called.”

The relief in her greeting was palpable. “It’s been Lugos for a few years, now,” he gently corrected.

“Well, aren’t we being obscure,” she replied, her voice smiling in his ear. “Call yourself whatever you please. I’ll try to remember, but you know that you’ll always be Llew to me.”

“Thanks. And yes, I know.”

“Don’t mention it. So, can you come? We need to talk,” she continued cheerfully, her question no question at all.

“Can’t we do this over the phone?” he pressed.

“No.”

Lugos sighed. That meant only one thing: there would be others at this meeting. Best to know beforehand, so he asked, “Who else is there?”

Rhiannon filled Lugos’s ear with her breathing.

“That bad, is it?” His gut cramped with dread.

“Angus is here,” she said brightly. “He’s between shoots. Bride’s here also.” Her voice had gone flat at the mention of Angus’s half-sister.

“I saw Angus on the cover of a tabloid.” According to the caption, Angus, a god of beauty, had been having an affair with a Hollywood starlet, but the couple had broken up, leaving said starlet heartbroken. “Is he the problem again?” Lugos hadn’t been able to tell whether the faint bronze glow emanating from Angus’s skin had been a product of Photoshop or the god’s power showing itself.

“No, Lugos. And Angus has assured me that this silly escapade of his will only last for a few more years. He’s promised me a spectacularly tragic death.”

Lugos couldn’t help but notice that she’d once again come to Angus’s defense. She had defended the god so often that he was starting to think Rhiannon had a thing for the boy. Lugos would never have asked her outright; he and Rhiannon might share a history, but in truth they just weren’t that tight anymore. Instead of pursuing the topic, he absently nodded his head.

“Caution him, Rhiannon. He’ll listen to you. It shouldn’t be too memorable. He can’t go all Elvis on us. Nothing for the conspiracy theorists to sink their teeth into,” he warned. The Internet was proving to be both a blessing and a curse to his kind. Databases and security cameras seemed to be everywhere these days. It had gotten harder, for the few who had chosen to remain earthbound, to hide among the masses. The occasional staged death had become a necessity. And the trick to any effective con was in the details—details Lugos wasn’t confident Angus could be bothered with, and that was a potential problem.

Leaving that conundrum alone for the moment, he asked, “And the saint, what’s she been up to?” Not that he cared. He only asked because he knew it would let Rhiannon vent a little.

Of all the Celtic deities, Bride had somehow managed to make the transition from pagan god to Christian saint. She’d been repackaged as Saint Brigid. But Bride’s canonization had caused a rift between Rhiannon and the goddess of home and hearth. And Bride had only made matters worse by continually reminding her fellow gods of their inability to achieve the same. She was their Cinderella rags-to-riches story. But Bride’s constant glow of power both infuriated and frightened his kin.

“To be honest, I haven’t asked her. Right now, Susie Homemaker is playing hostess with the mostest in my house. My house! Of course, my entire staff loves her because she won’t stop baking for them. It’s pissing me off. I may stoop to breaking a dish over her head soon, Lugos.”

He chuckled into the phone. “Where are you right now?” Rhiannon had been walking during their conversation, and her breathing told him that the goddess was now moving at a pretty good clip.

“On my way to the barns. I just couldn’t stay in the house with her any longer. She’s driving me fuckin’ crazy!” Rhiannon was never happier than when she was with her horses. Goddess of sovereignty and the horse, she had often taken the guise of Epona, the Celtic horse goddess, when living among the Gauls. Rhiannon now ran two racing stables, one in Kentucky, the other in Pennsylvania.

Circling their conversation back around to the reason for her call, Lugos tried once more to coax some answers out of the goddess. “Are you sure you can’t tell me over the phone? You know how the others feel about me.”

Rhiannon stopped walking. “I wouldn’t have contacted you if it weren’t important,” she replied curtly. “And weren’t you the one who warned me about using my cell phone to discuss sensitive subjects? You said there was always someone listening these days.”

Lugos knew this to be true, so despite all his misgivings, and there were many, he caved as gracefully as he could manage. “Give me an hour to pack a change of clothes and button the place up. I’ll meet you in the stable yard.”

“Thank you, Lugos. It will be good to see you again,” she said, relief so evident in her voice that it worried him. Then the connection went dead. Having obtained exactly what she desired, Rhiannon had hung up on him.
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He’d lied to Rhiannon. His cabin wasn’t what he needed to button up; he could always leave at a moment’s notice. Clutching the phone, Lugos stalked into the shade of his well-ordered garage and slapped his palm against the garage-door button. With his other hand, he snatched the oil-stained rag from his back pocket and tossed it at the cleared workbench, not caring if it reached its intended destination.

He strode past the sleek black Audi and into the house, pausing only long enough to lock the door behind him before he activated the security system for the main floor. “Damn it,” he muttered, deliberately jamming his index finger against the mounted security pad. When the indicator light turned red, Lugos felt a small twinge of satisfaction. It could be argued that of all the earthbound gods, he was the most dependent on technology; but he was also the most forward thinking. And why not? Hadn’t he been the one to fund Nikola Tesla’s early experiments? And it had all led to this, the red security light, the Internet, and so much more that was still to come.

They blamed him, of course—the others, his kin, and various members of the Pale. They knew what he knew. They recognized that the ever-growing accomplishments of humanity could lead only to the further decline of the Pale. If Lugos understood nothing else, it was that the balance of power never remained static. If one group rose, then another fell, and he and those like him were in a death spiral, whether or not certain factions of the Pale still refused to admit it. One day, if Lugos had his way, mankind would understand and wield all the secrets of the universe. And on that day, his flawed kin would finally be forced to abandon the practice of stealing energy from those who would call themselves believers, the faithful, followers, or disciples. His race was like a bunch of drug-addicted junkies. But instead of cocaine, meth, or crack, it was power they craved.

Lugos turned away from the steady red light and his dark thoughts to evaluate the simplicity of his latest sanctuary. Outwardly it was a single-story cabin, a wealthy man’s hunting retreat, a modern log house that was more a prefab kit than a real log home. Lugos had prepared the site himself, on land that—at least on paper—had been bequeathed to him upon a distant relative’s death. That had been a lie, of course. Two hundred years ago, another cabin had stood here. That one he had built himself, but nature and fire had long since claimed it.

Lugos crossed through the kitchen with its marble countertops, custom-built cabinets, and carved moldings. His other residences were much older and lay in Wales and Ireland, but those lands he had quit in order to get away from his mother.

Bitch was always the first word that came to his mind whenever Arianrhod’s name manifested in his memory. Cold would be next, followed by calculating, manipulative, and irrational. Yeah, he had his fair share of parent issues, he mused—and wife issues, too, he admitted as suppressed memories of Blodeuwedd resurfaced. Technically he’d lied to Keely. He was married, though not in a way a mortal would understand. His mother had tied him to the spring goddess eons ago. And now the two spiteful goddesses were forever intertwined inside his mind.

Of course, he understood that all this ancient history had bubbled to the surface like a boil in need of lancing because of Rhiannon’s call. With a great deal of effort, he relaxed the tension in his jaw and made his way to the great room.

Resigned to the impending ordeal, Lugos dragged the glass-and-wrought-iron coffee table to the side and folded the area rug back to reveal the trap door. Within moments, gears lurched into motion and the heavy metal yielded, sliding back to reveal a gaping black hole.

Rhiannon was the Pale’s reigning leader, and because she’d done him a favor century ago, Lugos was (for lack of a better descriptor) her much-disliked lawman. He was her inquiry agent, her problem solver. Rhiannon’s private dick, if you wanted to get all noir with it. Standing there and staring down into the opening, Lugos made a noise that was something between a moan and a grunt of disgust. He climbed down the metal staircase and unerringly found the light switch. When the pad of his hand skimmed over it, the final shadows evaporated, but the fluorescent lights did little to alleviate the oppressive feel of the vault. “There had better be a damn good reason for having to do this,” he muttered to himself.

This particular hole in the ground was filled with secrets: his history, his battles, his obsessions. It was where he stored his spear, the magickal weapon he’d once wielded against the monstrous Balor. There were swords, battle-axes, and bows of various sizes and ages packed away in dusty crates, each with its own tangled story. There were the more personal artifacts, mementos that had been given to him in various lifetimes by her. He treasured each one of them, though they held no value to anyone but him. He’d kept them because he could do nothing else.

“Enough!” The command to himself was as loud as it was harsh. Only harm would come from reliving the past. There was simply too much of it. To wallow in the past was to be lost to it. The debilitating malaise of remembering was called the Last Slumber by his kind. They were all susceptible to it. Vigilance and discipline were the only way to keep it at bay. The Last Slumber could render a god like himself irrelevant—or worse, nonexistent. He had seen it happen to others; Dylan, his brother, for one. Having witnessed how quickly his brother had slipped into the void, Lugos had vowed to keep his mind trained on the present. In many ways, it was the destructive nature of time that kept his mind and heart reaching for her. She’d come to him so many times, with so many faces, so many names. All different, yet all the same.

Lugos moved farther into the vault, thoughts of his love for her sitting warm inside his chest. Beyond the weaponry stood a charcoal-gray safe approximately half the height of a man and just as wide. Its contents held various items needed to ensure a certain amount of freedom in this modern world: aliases, passports, and money, all bundled according to need and intended destination.

Lugos pressed his left thumb against a pad while he punched in a six-digit code with his right. As soon as he heard the click, he pulled on the door and plucked out a bundle of U.S. bills along with the topmost passport. Cracking open the blue cover, he checked to be sure the passport read “Lugh Hart,” the same name printed on the driver’s license sitting snugly inside his wallet. Satisfied, he then pushed the heavy safe door closed and reactivated the lock. Stuffing the money and the passport into a black gym bag he kept at the ready, he straightened and shouldered the innocuous luggage. The bag also contained a change of clothing and his two weapon choices: a hunting knife with a nine-inch blade and an unregistered handgun whose serial number had been filed smooth. Lugos preferred the knife to the Glock, mainly because the gun’s noise tended to attract attention. He knew neither weapon would stop one of his kind for long, but if used precisely it would do enough damage to buy him the time he’d need to retrieve a weapon that could finish the job.

Frankly, he wasn’t worried that Rhiannon would betray him, but Angus and Bride’s allegiance had shifted wildly over the centuries. And then there were the other members of the Pale to consider: the scheming witches who adored his mother, the power-struggling shifters, the temperamental dragonkin, the cursed werewolves, the elusive but decidedly dangerous fae, the deeply misunderstood demon clans, and the occasional pissed-off demigod with parent issues all his own. Rhiannon only chose to reach out to him when disaster was imminent. It was for this reason and this reason alone that he’d tried to make peace with her summons.

Lugos paused at the base of the stairs, his eye catching the gleam of light that should not have reflected off the spear’s dark tip. Should he? Would it be wise? But before he was aware of moving, his hand had already risen to hover inches from the warm wooden shaft. Lugos flexed his hand in anticipation. Then, taking a preparatory deep breath, he closed his outstretched hand around the hard surface.

A tangled bolt of pleasure and pain shot up the length of his arm. As always, the pain quickly subsided, though his arm still tingled as if he’d taken hold of a live wire. Lugos had always been credited with slaying Balor using this weapon, but the truth was much worse. With great care, he lifted the spear from the hooks that mounted it to the wall. Yes, he had plunged the spear into the god’s one eye—a terrible injury, to be sure, but not a death blow. It had been she, the entity trapped inside the spear, who had defeated Balor. The goddess was so ancient that her name had been lost to time. Balor was now trapped in the spear as well, having been sucked into the shaft with her—trapped, as she was, for all eternity.

Lugos could feel both of them now, Balor’s burning rage and her insatiable hunger. While her voice was that of a lover’s whisper in his ear, Balor’s rage set Lugos’s blood on fire. Two wills at odds with each other and his own. To be the guardian of this spear was as much a curse as it was a blessing. None of his kin could defeat him as long as he carried it. As a precaution, Lugos decided to take it to the meeting with his kin.

His index finger felt for the node along the wood’s smooth surface and pressed it. The tingling in his arm eased a bit as both of the spear’s ends silently retracted into its center. What was left was no more than a length of polished wood the size of a gentleman’s cane, complete with silver cap. It had been the height of fashion a few hundred years ago for gentlemen to carry canes, but not so much these days.

Lugos plunged the basement into darkness and climbed the staircase before he could reconsider the wisdom of taking the staff. He glanced at his watch. It was almost noon and he had one more thing to do before meeting Rhiannon.
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Chapter 4
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The cabin wasn't Lugos' only holding in America, there was the building in Atlanta, not too far from Little Five Points. The unassuming warehouse-styled brick building was occupied by retail establishments at street level. Office space dominated the second floor. The third and final floor had been split into three handsome lofts, all of which were leased. The first two lofts were home to members of the Pale; a demon named Murmur, and the other was occupied by an elderly demi-god named Zee who had once requested his services. Lugos had begrudgingly aided Zee, but only after striking a deal with her. As part of her payment, Zee had been charged with keeping an eye on Murmur, but otherwise Lugos left the demi-god alone so she might live out her last few years in relative peace. Zee's loft smelled perpetually of cats and strange baked goods so Lugh didn't feel the urge to visit her often.

The west end, and final loft, was where Lugos had stashed Griffin. The young man was an Internet savant. Lugos had given Griffin the impression that he'd dropped out of Georgia Tech to accept a position with a clandestine security agency linked with the CIA, and that Special Agent Lugh Hart had recruited him specifically for his bad-ass hacking skills. It was those same skills that had gotten the young man in trouble with the real FBI and given Lugh the opportunity he'd needed to acquire the soon to be expelled Griffin. It was Special Agent Lugh Hart who had been able to make the FBI and federal prison problem go away. Luckily the Georgia Tech student had been smart enough to see the writing on the wall and accepted Lugh's offer of employment. Thus far the salary, accommodations, travel, and the secretive nature of Griffin's duties had lived up to the twenty-two-year old's idea of what a spy's life entailed. Lugos had intentionally kept Griffin in the dark about his true identity. In the age of Goggle and Bing, Lugos had needed someone to monitor the web and facilitate information transactions so he could keep his secrets and remain invisible. He also needed time for Griffin to trust him before risking the truth with the kid.

***
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“MISS ME?”

Griffin jump from his computer chair. “What the fuck man?” The sudden appearance of Agent Hart was always a shock that guaranteed to send a bolt of adrenaline through his veins. The guy seemed to get a kick out of slipping past all of the security efforts Griffin had installed in order to scare the shit out of him. It was like a sadistic game with the man.  

Agent Hart chuckled. “Missed my approach yet again?”

Griffin glared at his boss before scrolling through the various camera views on the array of monitors before him. He'd updated the building's tech as soon as he'd moved in. It was the latest in spyware, small and almost impossible to see unless you knew where to look. There was a camera on every corner of the building. Two views of the foyer, one in the only public elevator which serviced all three floors. Five cameras had been installed in the all but the unused stairwell, and two in the hallway leading to and from the loft. There shouldn't have been anyway for Hart to sneak past them. That is, not unless his boss was actually Ethan Hunt of Mission Impossible and had climbed through the too small air vent or traversed the disgusting sewer system that ran under the building. Griffin made a mental note to check the buildings schematics to see if such a thing were even possible.

“You should rethink the roof, Griffin. You have a blind spot behind one of the large air conditioner units.”

Eyes still glued to his monitors, Griffin nodded, his thoughts on the problem, a puzzle yet to be unraveled. “Right. The roof. I'll do that.” Hart was definitely Ethan Hunt, super-spy and he, Griffin, was just as obviously some bumbling analyst who was expected not to ask questions or think beyond the parameters set for him by the agent in charge. Wasn't that always the case in the movies? Griffin swiveled around in his chair. “What do you need today?” He'd been working on his observation skills, yet another one of Hart's suggestions.

The bag, the way Hart was poised lightly on the balls of his feet suggested that his boss was in a hurry. They had a new mission. The cane was an odd touch, but Griffin didn't think it was his place to say so. Probably some prop or gadget, Griffin figured. His boss was built like one of those statues of the gods you found in Rome or Greece, but Hart dressed like a banker, as if trying too hard to hide the muscle just under the pressed white shirts and slacks. Today he was sporting the beginnings of a beard which only added to the he-man vibe his boss tended to give off without even trying.

Unlike Agent Hart, Griffin was not exactly super spy material. He was tall and wiry. Never once had he entertained the idea of putting in the time or effort to build the kind of muscle Hart carried as if it were a birthright. Nor did Griffin have any desire to be in the field alongside Hart. He enjoyed the safety of his job, as well as the money. The money was really good, almost too good. Mostly he just monitored persons of interest, or transferred top secret packets of code to whomever Hart designated. It was also Griffin's job to scrub the web of any signs of Hart's comings and goings. But the simplest of all his assigned tasks was the gathering of intelligence via the web and dark-net so Hart could do whatever it was he needed to do. Hart had often told him that a life might just depend on the information Griffin unearthed, so he took this job seriously and it worried him that the security measures he'd installed still could not, on most days, catch sight of his boss's arrival. He really didn't want to get fired. Perhaps he should think about thermal imaging.

“I'm going out of town for a few days; a meet-up in Kentucky. I'll call you with instructions when I know more, so don't wander too far from your desk.”  

The announcement snapped Griffin back from his musings. “Will do.” Griffin had to keep himself from saluting Hart. It wouldn't have been meant as a mocking gesture on Griffin's part. His boss just kind of made one feel like he'd received orders from a four-star general. Perhaps it was his tone, or the way Hart exuded a sense of command, but either way, Griffin wished some of that super-hero shit would rub off onto him. “You expecting trouble?”

“No, but stay close anyway.”

Griffin nodded while another part of his mind worked on the earlier problem. He should have seen Hart walk through the door of the loft, even if his boss had quietly picked the lock instead of using his key. It was an open floor plan, except for the two bedrooms, and bath. Perhaps he should install the motion sensors Hart didn't want installed.

Hart strolled away from Griffin's array of computers and into the kitchen in search of his usual espresso.  Because of the openness of the loft, Griffin had a clear view of the copper monstrosity at all times. It was expensive and slightly frightening. Hart had installed the Italian espresso machine himself. Griffin had thought initially that the contraption was an elaborate DIY bomb before Hart had explained its purpose.  Despite Hart's enthusiasm over the thing, Griffin much preferred the corner Starbucks to the steaming, sputtering, temperamental copper work of art. He'd never admit to Hart that the thing made him nervous, but Griffin had been avoiding the kitchen ever since it had been erected. Thank God for takeout.

Griffin sat at his computer, hopefully far enough away from the fuming machine to avoid getting killed should the damn thing explode, and waited for Hart to explain the particulars of their new mission. Hart was not someone you could rush. And in all fairness, Griffin was still getting used to the 'need to know aspect' of his support roll. His boss barely told him enough to do his job. And Hart hated follow up questions. Griffin quickly learned that he'd have to dig on his own if he wanted to know more. His boss, as far as Griffin could discover, had existed only since 1993, before that there was no such person as Lugh Hart. To make matters worse, Griffin had begun to question just who Agent Hart worked for, and by extension himself. Their missions were definitely off the books, black opts, so secretive that Griffin had begun to wonder if he should figure out a way to part ways with Hart. Or even if that was
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