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Chapter 1



The Black Pyramid of the First Empire was a terrible place; dark, dusty and full of a darkness that couldn’t be explained simply by its builders’ choice of colour scheme. Lights didn’t quite cut through the gloom; sounds were muted or even swallowed by the architecture—even the air tasted subtly wrong.

There were Wardens throughout the building, hunting for its owner. I wished they’d move faster, but knew that they couldn’t dare to. The Pyramid had belonged to one of the most dangerous Black Magicians in history. It was already proven to be horribly dangerous, containing a parasite with the potential to end human civilisation. We had no idea what other weapons, curses or experiments were tucked away somewhere, just waiting for some poor soul to stumble on it.

Thus, the Wardens searched slowly and methodically; burning anything that looked remotely suspect. It was likely that many precious artefacts would be lost, but better safe than sorry.

I was alone in the Pyramid’s Throne Room. It was a large chamber, held up by columns; every patch of stone and marble covered in intricate frescoes telling stories of times long past, of a people almost forgotten to history. Under normal circumstances my face would have been pressed to that stonework, trying to burn the images into my brain, but I had other concerns, unfortunately.

I winced as one of those concerns made itself known. The last of my bullet wounds had finished closing, the spent round pushed out of my flesh by a Healing Spell. It fell out of my ruined shirt before I could catch it and bounced off the seat of the throne.

The bullet rolled along the stone floor with a sinister tinkle before coming to rest in a pile of dust that had once been a parasite-riddled corpse. The body had been thoroughly incinerated by one of the Wardens, wiping away all trace of the poor soul. The memory wasn’t a pleasant one.

God, but last night couldn’t have gone much worse. Four people were dead—two of them Magicians, one a Demigoddess from a prominent family—and my brother had been possessed by the first, and arguably most successful, Black Magician, who had then vanished.

And I was in no position to do anything about any of it.

The damage to my Well, the source of my Magic, had left me with only a fraction of my strength, far less than a problem like this needed to solve.

I sucked in a breath as a pulse of pain slid into my chest like a red-hot blade. I grit my teeth against it, but that didn’t help much. Magic Poisoning. I’d thought myself free of it, at least in the short term, but my fear had overcome my control during that last fight and my Magic had flared... which was very bad for me.

Reaching inwards with my Magical senses, I probed gently at the walls of my Well. Even that hurt, like tracing my fingers over an open burn. And yes, the damage was worse. My Magically-altered physiology was no longer going to be enough to keep the uncontrolled energy at bay.

I was dying again.

Wasn’t that just the cherry on the crap-cake of my day?

“Matty? Lady Kron is back.”

Cassandra Vallaincourt, my Warden Commander and friend, had appeared at the entrance to the throne room, her calm voice drawing me gently from my dark reverie.

I nodded and stood.

Cassandra was tall and classically beautiful, with a gymnast’s figure concealed by enough armour and weapons to supply a small police force. Her intelligent eyes looked me up and down before her fine features creased in worry.

“Are you alright? I’d have thought you would have fixed the bullet wounds by now.”

I’d been a little hunched against the pain of resurgent Magic Poisoning. Naturally, she’d noticed.

“Stomach ache,” I said. Not a lie, but not the whole truth, either. I didn’t want her worrying; or worse, feeling guilty about not being there to stop it. She had form for both.

“You didn’t throw up again, did you?” she asked with a smirk.

I gave her a very dry look. “You throw up a little bit at stressful times and nobody lets you forget about it.”

“It’s every time, Matty. Just... every time.”

I glared; she just smirked at me.

“Did you say Kron was back?” I asked with great dignity.

“Yes, but I feel as if this conversation could do with a little more work.”

“Cassie!”

She chuckled and led me away from the throne room, to the entrance hall where the four remaining trustworthy Archons were to be found.

“Graves, good,” Vanessa Kron, Archon of Time said as I arrived, nodding at me.

She looked only a few years older than me, with grey eyes and short, brown hair, but she projected such an air of competence and command that you would never doubt that she was someone to obey. She was as solid as a mountain and about as moveable when she’d made up her mind. For all that, though, there weren’t more than two people in the world I would trust more.

“Any sign?” I asked.

Kron shook her head. “Not a damn thing. He’s thoroughly in the wind.”

“Not good,” Bartholomew Killian, Lord Death growled. Tall and skinny, with dark eyes and hair, dressed all in black, he was a dangerous man and never to be angered. Otherwise, he was a huge prankster and a thoroughly good egg.

“What do we do now?” Lucille Palmyra asked. Archon of Life. She looked like the girl next door: blond hair and big, blue eyes, delicate, soft features... and she could crush the hull of a battleship with her bare hands if you got her cross.

“We keep looking , of course,” Kron said. “God only knows what mischief that monster will get up to if we leave him alone for more than a minute.”

I scratched my head, thinking back over the conversation I’d had with the man before he’d disappeared. Had he let slip a clue of his intentions? Something I’d missed? I didn’t think so. Unlike the previous owner of the body he was occupying, Rerek, the Son of Life and Death, wasn’t an idiot.

“We could try calling him,” Palmyra suggested.

“What’s that?” Jennifer Hopkins, the Starborn Lady, Archon of Space asked. She was brown-haired and eyed. She looked like someone’s favourite sister and had the personality to match. I had a lot of time for her. For all of them, really.

“Matty said the Son wanted to talk. Let’s talk,” Lady Life clarified.

I’d had an all too brief moment to fill them in on my exchange with our quarry before everyone started panicking and mobilising their Wardens.

“And lay a trap!” Kron said with glee. “I love it!”

“That’s not what you meant, is it?” Killian asked Palmyra with a sigh.

“What? Why?” Kron asked, almost pouting. It would have been cute, were it not for the subject matter... and the fact that if you ever called that woman cute, you’d likely end up short an important body part.

“Because it wouldn’t help,” Palmyra replied. “We can’t kill him; we need a fifth Archon on account of Van’s predictions. We can’t banish the Entity from the body because it’s blended in with the idiot, at least if what Rerek told the kid is true. And even if he was lying, we can’t separate them because he’s so packed with Black Magic that any of us that tried would get our brains boiled out. An ambush would be pointless.”

I scowled, but only because she was right. Kron had been warning us for months about an impending threat even her powers had failed to properly nail down. The only thing she knew for certain was that it would need all five Archons to combat.

“How did he seem, Matty?” Hopkins asked.

“Meaning?”

“Was he sane?” she clarified. “Do you think he can he be reasoned with?”

“I suppose he seemed sane. I didn’t believe a word he said, but it was all very plausible; very well thought out. He appeared reasonable in so far as I could tell; he may even have saved my life. That could have been a ploy to get exactly this result, though.”

I really didn’t like the way this conversation was going, but the others were more pragmatic in their outlook than I was. They’d had to be over the centuries. To me, it was quite simple: Rerek: bad; Desmond: bad. Rerek and Desmond squished together in a Black Magic-powered meat-suit? Dump it all in a deep hole until doomsday, and make sure there’s something heavy over the top.

I know; I’m weird that way.

Alas, I was about to be out-voted again, I could feel it (not that I really had a vote any more).

“We should at least try,” Kron admitted. “If nothing else, we can get the lay of the land, and we’ll hopefully get a closer look at what’s in Desmond’s head. We’ll soon see if there’s any way of getting the possessing Entity out.”

“Oh yes, this is fool-proof,” I said. “But, by all means, let’s get all of you in one place with the one person who might actually be able to injure or kill one or all of you.”

Good grief, how was I the voice of reason? That wasn’t my job. I was supposed to be the loose cannon of the group...

Four winces. Four glances away.

“Oh,” I said, getting what they had in mind. “I hate you all so much.”

“We’d have a Portal ready to zip you right out of there at the first sign of treachery,” Hopkins said.

“And we’d be watching you the whole time,” Palmyra added brightly.

“Said the miner to the canary!” I complained.

“Of all of us, you’re the one he’s least likely to attack, Matty. He’d gain absolutely nothing,” Kron said.

“Thanks very much!”

“You know what I mean. You aren’t a threat to him, but if he is on the level, you’d make a very good ally.”

“And if he’s not, I might get some Black Magic on me and then what?”

The Archons looked at one another, their expressions turning sad. It wasn’t fun to see.

Palmyra eventually turned to me. “At this point, Matty,” she said softly, “is that really the worst possible outcome?”

“Yes!” I said, stating the bloody obvious.

Black Magic was not good for you. It was the dark part of creation. Those it didn’t mutate uncontrollably, it drove mad.

“You know you can’t hide it from me,” Palmyra continued, her eyes growing wet.

“I’m fine,” I countered.

“What’s this?” Cassandra asked, making me wince.

“Nothing,” I tried... and failed.

“Mathew Graves, don’t you lie to me,” she said darkly.

“He’s worse,” Palmyra answered before I could deflect again; thanks Lucille...

“Worse? How worse?”

“His Well. It’s taken further damage,” Kron said when Palmyra wouldn’t answer.

Had all of them known? Of course they had. Even if they hadn’t seen for themselves, Palmyra would have told them. Damn it.

“Can we get back on track, please?” I replied, trying not to squirm under Cassandra’s volcanic glare. “I still think that this is a bad idea.”

“Then you won’t do it?” Killian asked.

“Of course I’ll do it,” I said testily. “I just want it on the record that I think this is an awful plan so that when it all goes tits-up, as it’s certain
to do, you might listen to me next time.”

“Aw, it’s sweet that you think that’s going to work,” Hopkins said with an evil grin on her face before patting my head like you would a jittery spaniel.

“I have a dungeon and I know how to use it,” I threatened.

“Since when? Details, please,” Palmyra said lasciviously.

“That’s it, I’m going home. Let me know when you need your bait, and what hook you want me to impale myself on,” I said in exasperation before walking past them, through the entrance and to the shaft that led to the outside world, where the Pyramid’s version of a Portal Jammer ended.

At least I’d managed to neatly side-step the conversation about my impending-

“Wait! He did it again, he side-tracked us!” Killian barked.

Ha, too late. I pulled Magic from the Amulet around my neck, my only safe source of same, and conjured a Portal back to Clarion Hall, my home.

I jumped through it before they could catch up to me, Cassandra right on my heels.

It snapped shut behind us.

Damn, that had been a close one...

A gentle hand landed on my shoulder and warm breath fluttered over my ear.

Not what it sounds like. My downstairs clenched up so tight, light would have been trapped down there...

“Mathew... dearest,” Cassandra said, her voice warm and gentle—or, as I would describe it—its most terrifying.

“Y-y-yes, Cassie?”

“Would you care to explain?” she asked. Her hand began to squeeze.

“Well, here’s the-Ow! I was just about to- Ow! Please stop that.”

“Talk faster, Mathew. Talk much faster,” she suggested, the strength of her grip only growing as time went on.

“I was afraid, Magic flowed, I’m sick, end of story! I think you’re about to break my collar bone!”

She let go.

“When?”

“During the fight. I was going to tell you!”

Eventually. In maybe a week; two at the most.

Well, I’d have left a note... that she could have read at my funeral. Well, my memorial; I was unlikely to leave intact remains when I went.

She chuffed out a breath.

“How bad?” she asked.

“Not quite as bad as before my hybridisation.”

“How long?” she whispered, looking away.

“A long time,” I said gently, taking her hand. “I’ve had months to think about this problem, and I’ve spent most of them Enchanting things. I’ll survive.”

For a while. The physical symptoms could be... managed, but the Well damage was worse than ever. The cracks had widened; the structure was beginning to collapse.

Months. I had months.

But she didn’t need to know that.

Cassandra nodded and pulled me into a hug, squeezing me tightly. I hugged her back, pretending not to notice the tears on my neck; that would only have made her grumpy.

Eventually, she pulled back, clearing her throat gruffly.

“Well, get on with it then, I don’t want you keeling over and making work for people!”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said with a smile.

She harrumphed, punched me in the shoulder, and stomped off.

I don’t think I fooled her all the way.

But she was willing to play along for my sake, which I appreciated.




Chapter 2



Okay. Dying again was a bit of a setback, I’ll admit. But I was an Enchanter; I had a gadget for that.

Well, not really; but I had the sketch of a gadget for that.

Alright, I had a napkin with some doodles on it.

Fine! I lost the napkin, are you happy?

The point is that I had a plan.

But could I work on my plan? Of course not, because I had to prepare for a meeting with the world’s first mass murderer. After all, my long-term health would do me no good if he turned me into paste some time in the next couple of days.

It was just after six in the morning when I got home from the Pyramid. I wanted to start preparing for Rerek right away, but a quick check of my inventory let me know that I didn’t have the materials I needed to even start. Perhaps that was for the best. I was running on so little sleep that I’d have been just as likely to blow myself up as make something useful.

I showered (scrubbing off a not inconsiderable amount of my own blood; another of those things I’d done way too much of lately) and went to bed. First sensible thing I’d done in a while.

It felt like only a few minutes (but turned out to be hours, just not enough of them) before I was woken by a Succubus landing on me. Not the worst way to wake up, by the way.

“Good morning,” Tethys purred into my ear, taking me from blurry-sleepy to fully awake in the blink of an eye.

“Good morning to you,” I replied, opening my eyes to see her beautiful face looking down at me. She pressed her lips to mine, smiling all the while.

She was even lovelier than she’d been the first day I met her. Soft, fine features, deep, violet eyes and black, curly hair that framed her face and shimmered in the dim light.

She frowned.

“Love, you’re hot,” she said, touching my cheek with the back of her hand.

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” I replied with a smirk.

“No, you’re hot,” she insisted, pressing a cool palm to what was, indeed, an abnormally warm forehead.

I cast Mage Sight and turned it inward. Damn it, my Aura was fluctuating again. It wasn’t too bad yet, but my body temperature was up two degrees and there was some pretty bad inflammation in my lungs, heart and liver.

Crap.

I concentrated and carefully drained some of the thermal energy from my body. I say carefully, because if I’d done too much, too quickly or in the wrong place, then I could have killed myself just as effectively as the heat would have.

“Better?” I asked.

She touched my skin again and nodded.

But then her frown deepened.

“Matty... why would you be getting a temperature?” she asked in a tiny voice. “Your altered physiology should have prevented that, shouldn’t it?”

Damn it, the one time Cassandra had decided to keep something to herself...

So I had to explain it again.

“What do you need?” she asked once I was done, her voice firm, in control.

I smiled and linked the Magic in my Amulet to my Will so I could mentally grab a small notepad from my bedside table. I’d made some brief notes and a list before I went to sleep.

She skimmed it and nodded.

“I think I’m zeroing in on another suitable Ectomancer,” she said, her voice a little flat.

That was a Spirit Magician; the only skill set we’d been able to find that could make a half-decent stab at fixing my problem. We did have one who was making progress, but Desmond (the original one) had him killed. Tethys had been searching for a replacement ever since.

“Tethys?” I said.

She looked up at me. Her features were set and calm, but I could feel how worried she was.

“I’m fine. I’m going to stay fine and I’m going to be fine,” I said, making sure to meet her eyes. “It’s not like it was just after I was hurt, I have Magic to repair any damage and will soon have a doo-dad to prevent that damage altogether. You don’t need to worry.”

She squeezed my hand hard enough to hurt.

“You promise me,” she whispered. “You swear to me.”

“I swear,” I said. “I’m going to be fine.”

Again, not a lie... per se.  Seeing as how she’d never let me down before, I had every reason to expect her to find another Ectomancer. It wasn’t a lie.

Sure, the last Ectomancer had said that finding the Spirit he needed to save me would take months, and months was all we had left, but it could happen, and I sure as hell wasn’t giving up. I’d survive through sheer bloody-mindedness if I had to.

In any event, I wasn’t going to give a woman who had lost the last person she’d loved any more cause for despair. She’d had enough of that in her life and I wasn’t going to be the one that brought it back to her.

Besides, my preferred method of dealing with bad news was denial, and that would be made a lot more difficult if people kept looking at me like I was about to keel over.

She looked me in the eyes and must have been satisfied by what she found, as she nodded, smiling before kissing me again.

“’Kay,” she said, leaning her head against mine.

“Incidentally,” I said after a while, “as we’re on the topic of things trying to kill me...”

“Oh God, what now?” she asked, rolling her eyes, but still smiling. I think I’d reassured her.

I told her about what the Archons had in mind.

She dropped her head onto my shoulder.

“For heaven’s sake!” she groaned, her voice muffled by my clothes. “Are they trying to get you killed?!”

“I’ve always wondered that.”

She chuckled and hugged me.

“What do you need for this one?” she asked with a sigh.

“That’s also on the list.”

“It’s a good thing we’re rich. That is some expensive stuff,” she said after taking a second look at the piece of paper.

“Yeah... Enchanting isn’t a cheap hobby.”

“Neither is empire building, but you don’t see me making the accountants cry.”

I snorted and pulled her in close, kissing her cheek. She sighed contentedly.

“So... how much of a rush are you in?” she asked, her voice a breathy whisper against my ear. “For the materials, I mean?”

“No rush at all,” I replied. My decision-making skills always took a bit of a hit when Tethys started talking like that.

“Excellent,” she said, her lips moving up to mine.

“Oh, that’s just disgusting,” said a voice from the door Tethys had left open.

“Lexi,” I said in a very frustrated tone, “what can I possibly do for you at this hour of the morning?”

Alexandra Ross was one of my Wardens, having come to us by way of an infiltration through Tethys’ bed. That was a simple way of describing what had been a very complicated situation, but it largely gets the point across. She was tall and lithe, with high cheekbones and dark eyes. Her hair was a normal colour for once (though not her natural one. Thanks to Tethys for giving me that little piece of very private information, if you catch my drift). It was blond and shaved down a different side than usual, the rest combed over. She wore a perfectly-fitted, dark suit that drew the eye to her trim frame.

She considered herself Tethys’ girlfriend, a label the latter wasn’t fond of. It had taken years before she was willing to use it with me and she loved me. This was starting to cause some friction between Lexi and me (the actual significant other). Exhibit A:

“It’s one o’clock, Graves,” my Warden replied, grinning as she enjoyed killing yet another mood. This was far from the first time, and I was finding it less and less funny as time went on. Couldn’t she just wait a bit? There was a pretty fair chance she’d have Tethys all to her damn self if she just had a little patience...

“Not the main point,” I said in what was an impressively-even voice bearing in mind what I’d just been deprived of. Tethys was already on her feet, heading for the door, list in hand. She traced her fingers along Lexi’s neck on the way past, which made the Warden shudder.

“Right. Point. What was that again?” Lexi asked once Tethys was gone, her eyes lingering on the door—about bottom-height, if I was judging that correctly. Can’t blame her for that one.

“You tell me, you came in,” I said levelly and not at all with gritted teeth. I would have preferred not to be in bed to have that conversation, but I wasn’t really in a position to lose the bedclothes at that moment...

“Right... oh! That Lazaron fellow is back.”

My face fell. Sera Kern, the Demigoddess who had died in the Pyramid, had been his fiancé... after a fashion. She’d tried to kill him the last time they’d spoken. He’d still held out some hope, though, which quite possibly made him the only man in the world who was more of a fool for a girl than me.

This was not a conversation I was looking forward to. I’d rather hoped I wouldn’t have to have it at all.

“I’m coming, if you’d give me a moment?” I said.

She nodded. She looked like she was about to say something else, likely something snarky, but read the room and kept her mouth shut, which I appreciated. I hated giving people I liked bad news and for all that our beginning had been a rocky affair, I was rather fond of the oaf.

I combed my hair and shaved, then dressed neatly, in a dark suit and tie. This was not the kind of talk one had in tracksuit bottoms and a t-shirt.

The lift seemed to be moving at a glacial pace as it slid towards the ground floor, like it sensed my reluctance. I rubbed my eyes to clear a little brain fog, trying to get my thoughts in order. I was having trouble. It had been a hell of a rough day. It was one of the few times I could remember when I’d actually been paralysed by terror. I wasn’t looking forward to reliving it.

Nick Lazaron was in my drawing room with Cassandra. They occupied one of the long sofas and were chatting in a subdued way. She held one of his hands in a rather tender fashion, which I might have commented on in better times.

Lazaron was the very exemplar of what the ancient poets had in mind when they described an Adonis. Like his late fiancé, he was a Demigod, and a powerful one at that. He was tall and broad at the shoulder, but not so muscular as to appear ridiculous. His features were finely chiselled, his skin a Mediterranean bronze, exotic enough to add to his draw; his dark blue eyes were intelligent and soulful.

Essentially, he made me look like a troll. Hell, he made Des look like a troll, and my brother was practically a model compared to me.

“How are you, Nick?” I asked as he stood to shake my hand.

“Confused,” he said. “Nobody will tell me what happened beyond the fact that Sera died.”

I nodded and waved him back to his seat before taking the one opposite.

“What do you know so far?”

“That Sera was part of an expedition mounted by your brother and that she died during it. I don’t know how, why or what caused it.”

His eyes turned dark.

“Or who was responsible,” he rumbled.

“I can tell you what I know, but a certain amount will be guesswork, are you alright with that?”

“It’s better than what I have at the moment.”

“Okay. Essentially, she was killed by a parasite that she picked up in the Black Pyramid of the First Empire.”

“A parasite?!”

“One that was enhanced and even directed by Black Magic. I’m not sure about this, but I think that it may well be one of the weapons, if not the weapon than brought down the First Empire.”

There were actually two versions of the parasite I called the Hunger; one powered by Flesh Magic, the other by the Black. The Flesh version was bloody dangerous, don’t get me wrong; airborne and lethal, capable of using Magic to seek new victims. The Black one, though... that was in a league of its own. It killed quickly and reanimated the bodies as flesh-hungry monsters that retained the knowledge and powers they had in life.

“Gods above,” Lazaron whispered, shaking a little when I’d finished explaining. “Did any of it get out?”

“Not on us. But, there’s a chance that Desmond took some with him when he left.”

One of the many reasons we were scouring the globe for him.

“Desmond?”

Another explanation. I didn’t like having to rehash it again, but he deserved the truth.

Lazaron sighed when I was done and leant back on the sofa. Cassandra held his hand again.

“What a damned mess,” he said eventually.

I had to agree.

“So who is responsible?” he asked finally.

“I’d say Desmond, but she made her own choices in this, I’m afraid. We warned her,” I replied as nicely as I could.

He rubbed his eyes, sighing deeply.

“Or... you could say that I was responsible,” I said.

His eyes darted up to meet mine.

“Why?” he asked, frowning.

“If it wasn’t for me, she wouldn’t have been anywhere near my brother. I made her an enemy, ruined her reputation. I made her desperate enough to seek Desmond as an ally. I as good as threw her at him. And he led her to her death.”

Lazaron smiled sadly.

“We can go round and round on that one, my friend, going back further and further. Did I not try hard enough to persuade her? Did the Oracle push her too hard? Did her father not give her enough attention... we could drive ourselves mad. It’s not your fault and it’s not mine. Sera Kern was a grown woman and of the Old Blood. She made her own choices and she endured the consequences.”

“That’s generous of you,” I replied.

“No. That is fair. The world is a hard enough place without taking on the burdens of someone else’s choices, don’t you think?”

I nodded. It made sense, I suppose. It helped, actually. I did tend to take on more than my fair share of guilt, but better that than the alternative.

“Huh,” Cassandra said with a frown.

“What?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing, I just never thought I’d hear a man in this house talking sense.”

“Ha, ha. I’ll make sure to let Killian know you said that.”

“He challenged you to a duel. Here. In your Place of Power, where your evil book could help you. He won’t fight me on that one.”

“Fair point.”

Lazaron smiled and squeezed Cassandra’s hand. She blushed a little, which was a nice look on her.

“What will you do now?” he asked. “About your brother?”

“Currently, the plan involves repairing my mangled Well, then waiting for his back to be turned so I can steal my powers back. Assuming that’s even possible, now that they’re riddled with Black Magic.”

“You don’t have small ambitions, do you, Graves?”

“Better to reach for the stars and miss, than reach for the compost heap and hit.”

Cassandra snorted. Lazaron chuckled.

“Would you... would you object to my resuming my liaison post? Until this situation is resolved?” he asked. “I need to be involved with this, even if only peripherally. I need....” he trailed off.

“Closure?” I offered.

He nodded. I could relate.

“Of course. I believe your old room is still available. But I should warn you that there is a fairly good chance that the Archons are planning to make peace with Rerek, at least in the short term. He is, alas, too valuable to imprison or exile.”

“I understand. Thank you, Graves.”

“No problem. Cassie, would you see to anything the Major requires?”

“Of course,” she said, again blushing.

It was actually quite sweet... but also weird, bearing in mind that his men had beaten her into unconsciousness. But, then again, she was descended from Amazons. That might well be foreplay to her.

Better warn Tethys, though. If she saw that unprepared, she might ruin it, and that would be Cassandra in a foul mood for months...




Chapter 3



With Lazaron taken care of, I tried to call the Fae princesses. Gwendolyn and Evelina had been with me just before that whole mess in the Pyramid started and had actually been instrumental in finding it. I figured I’d update them. Before I could try, though, I found a message on my phone from Gwendolyn. Apparently, they’d gone home to warn their mothers about Rerek. There was nothing about when they’d be back, but I knew they’d turn up eventually. They always did. I hoped it wouldn’t be too long; they brightened up the place. In a chaotic sort of way.

Hours later, Tethys found me on a sofa in my library, sketching some designs for a new device on a notepad.

I loved that room. It was on the third floor and extended into the one above. The walls were packed with books from floor to ceiling, aside from sections devoted to windows, a wide fireplace and an extensive entertainment centre. There was comfortable furniture and several desks scattered about the space, the latter covered with my notes and open reference materials.

“You were right, they’re adorable!” my Succubus said with a giggle before pulling my pad out of the way so she could sit in my lap.

“Don’t mess with them too much, Love. If anyone deserves her happily ever after, it’s Cassie.”

“Please, I’m a bitch; I’m not heartless,” she replied, pecking me on the cheek.

I chuckled and leant back, she cuddled in against me, hugging me tightly.

“Oh, before I get too comfy, I need you to do something for me,” she said, sitting up a bit.

“Yes?”

“I need you to call in a marker.”

“From who?”

“Hellstrom,” she explained.

That was the current Primus inter Pares, the Magical equivalent of the Prime Minister. She led the Magician’s Conclave of Great Britain.

“For?”

“That source I was working on fell through,” she explained. “That was my last solid lead on an Ectomancer that meets our criteria.”

Damn. That was not good...

“And you think Hellstrom may be able to help?” I asked, keeping my voice calm with some effort. She didn’t need to know I was worried.

“She has access to resources and people that I don’t. I’ll keep looking, of course, but I want more eyes on the job, and she has them to spare.”

“Fair enough. I’ll give her a call.”

“Now please.”

“Well, if you wanted me to do other things then you shouldn’t have sat on me. I have other priorities now,” I said, whispering in her ear and making her shiver.

“You have picked up far too many of my tricks!” she complained... as she turned her head to accept a kiss.

“You were, indeed, an excellent teacher,” I replied, letting my hands wander just a little. A few minutes here or there weren’t going to change my fate...

“You aren’t going to distract me,” she said, pushing against me with visible reluctance.

“Wanna bet?” I replied, tracing the line of her ear with my fingertips.

She giggled again and batted me away, handing me my phone from the coffee table.

“Call. Quickly. You’ve got me riled up now, and you’d better be prepared to pay the piper, Graves!”

“Such a terrible debt... how will I afford it?” I replied, meeting her eyes.

She leaned in again before blinking and shaking her head.

“Nice try!” she said, leaping up and scampering to the far side of my desk. “Get thee behind me, Demon!”

“That was the idea.”

She shivered again, biting her lip.

“You used to be a lot more wholesome that this, Matty... I like the new you,” she purred. “Now make the call before I do something indiscreet.”

I grinned and dialled the number from memory.

“Duchess Hellstrom’s office.”

“Mathew Graves, does she have a minute?”

“Only a minute, my Lord,” the man on the other end replied politely. “Just give me a moment.”

Terrible holding music played for a bit and then the harassed voice of Arianna Hellstrom came through the speaker.

“Who did you invade this time?” she asked tiredly.

“That hurts, your grace. Why do you always assume that I’m calling with a problem?”

“Aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“So, who did you invade?”

Tethys had been listening and started to snigger.

“Nobody today. I need a favour.”

“A favour? This is new. What is it?”

“You’re aware of my situation? The damage?”

“In passing. I don’t listen to rumour.”

“Well, simply put, I need an Ectomancer. Someone used to doing deep delves of the Spirit Realm. The only one we could find is dead, you remember Master Usbryd?”

“Unlikely to forget.”

The British Sorcerer community wasn’t a large one. They all met eventually and Usbryd had been around a long time.

Hellstrom sighed. “That’s not an easy ask, Graves. Ectomancers are rare, and ones powerful enough to summon a... Cosmic Spirit, I’m assuming?”

“Something like that, as I understand it.”

“Well, ones like that are even harder to come by. They’ll need to be rooted out.”

“Can you do it?”

“I can try.”

“Will you?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you. You’re a life-saver. Literally.”

She laughed. “I’ll have one of my people coordinate with yours.”

“That would be very helpful. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Oh, on an unrelated note...” she said too-casually.

“Yes?”

“I may need a favour of my own.”

“What sort?”

“A... political issue. I feel some sharks circling and I may need a heavy.”

“You will try to remember that I’m not as heavy as I once was?”

“Said he who beat the Archon of Death in a head-to-head duel while in his ‘lighter’ state?”

“He was hamstrung... but I take your point.”

“Good. I’ll be in touch.”

“Th-“

Click.

Not great at goodbyes, that one.

“She agreed to that far more qui- gah!”

Tethys had pounced. She cleared the desk perfectly and flattened me to the sofa. Her breath was hot on my neck as she nuzzled, her legs quickly tangling with mine.

“I told you,” she whispered into my ear as her fingers tugged at my shirt, “you’d have to pay the piper.”

“The horror,” I managed before her lips met mine and my brain stopped working.




Chapter 4



Alright, back to work. Admittedly, it took a while.

Until the next day, actually. In the early afternoon.

It turned out I’d gotten her very riled up.

That, and the materials she’d rush-ordered for me (at horrendous expense) hadn’t arrived until midday anyway. Really, I’d only lost half an hour, and I think we can all agree that the time wasn’t wasted...

Oh, leave me alone. If I was about to fall off my perch, then I was doing it with as few regrets as possible. Not being wrapped up with a Succubus when I could have been? I’d have regretted that for bloody sure.

Anyway, we’re moving on... to the laboratory!

I had two projects. The one that would prevent my body burning from the inside out—which would have to wait a bit—and the slightly less complicated, but more pressing one:

A weapon that could one-shot an Archon of the Black.

You know... hopefully.

I had some ideas. Unfortunately, I couldn’t figure out a way to make a device that would do the job more than once before burning out. Not without a vast increase in costs, manufacturing time and effort, all of which were at a premium at the moment. So, a series of single-use staffs would have to do.

Thankfully, Anvil Quartz, one of the cheapest Magical materials, would serve as the core, making up the majority of the device’s mass. That would be surrounded by a thin layer of Fool’s Adamantine for containing and directing the energy, with an outer coat of Enchanted tungsten carbide to make sure that nothing broke if it was dropped (or used to whack something nasty over the head; couldn’t rule that out these days).

Constructing it was not quick work. I was at it for twenty hours and still hadn’t finished assembling the crystal core. The problem was that it needed to be one contiguous cylinder, six and a half feet long and three inches thick, and there was no single crystal anywhere that could fit the bill. That meant I had to carefully and painstakingly assemble smaller crystals into a larger object, while also smoothing out their structures and atomic resonance so any Magic I shoved in there didn’t just ricochet around and get interrupted by the seams; it was very fiddly, time-consuming work.

Work that I would have to repeat, because, I needed at least two of them (one to test, one to actually use). Three-plus would be better...

Oh, it was going to take forever.

At least I had enough materials for once.

I was still in my laboratory three days after Desmond had been possessed by Rerek.

The light over my door went off (a low-surprise way of letting me know that someone wanted attention. We’d experimented with sound once... and only once).

I blinked bleary eyes and finished up what I was doing. I was just about ready to start coating the crystals with the Fool’s Adamantine.

I opened the door to reveal Kron, who didn’t look especially happy, but that was rather her default.

“I have news about our little issue,” she started as she came into the lab, Tethys and Cassandra behind her.

“Good news?” I asked hopefully.

“Yes, actually... and what’s this?” she said, immediately distracted by the pristine shaft of glimmering crystal.

“I call it... the Lancelot,” I said with a smirk.

Silence.

“You’re waiting for laughter, aren’t you?” Cassandra replied with a condescending smile.

I frowned.

“Just explain, Graves,” Kron said impatiently as she bent to peer into the crystal with Mage Sight.

I harrumphed.

“Well, I named my last big
weapon using a Camelot theme,” the Mordred; made a very big bang, quite proud of it, “and I wanted to continue that with my latest invention. And since this is essentially a big stick...”

Silence again.

“Seriously? Lancelot? Lot of Lance? A lance is a big stick, and this is also essentially a big stick? And Lancelot was known for... you know what, none of you have any sense of whimsy.”

Tethys patted me on the head. “I thought it was very funny. After you explained it. In detail.”

“Don’t do that, it makes it worse,” I replied.

Cassandra sniggered and dropped herself into one of the lab chairs next to the crystal. “What does it do?” she asked.

“Well, if I get the Enchantments right, it should give me the power of a Mordred, but in a defined area, I was thinking a cone.”

All three froze.

Ha, they got that one!

“You... you’re making a nuclear staff?” Kron said with a gasp... and drool. There was definitely drool.

“In theory,” I said.

“How do you plan to contain the feedback element and the pure recoil?” she asked, searching through a nearby sheaf of papers for notes.

“I don’t,” I replied, a little gleefully, “I’m directing them through the casting line.”

I pulled out the notes she was looking for and, I swear, Kron swooned a little.

“Oh, I get it, it’s a one-shot, and with Anvil? Oh, it’s not even that expensive...”

“It is a little time-consuming to get all the crystal atoms to line up, but about two days of work isn’t so bad. And I’m getting faster.”

“Two days for this?!” Kron squealed. “It would take me a month! Damn those Primal powers!”

“I’ll make you one, if you like.”

“Yes! Very yes! What’s your plan for the Fool’s Adamantine?”

“And... we’ve lost them,” Cassandra said with a sigh. “I thought we were in with a chance when there was a wait involved, but no, they’re gone.”

“Once again, I am an Enchantment widow,” Tethys replied sadly, which drew both of us out of our discussion.

“What’s that?” I asked.

The Succubus rolled her eyes.

“There was news?” she said, nodding at Kron.

“News?” Kron replied. She was still staring at my notes.

If it wasn’t clear, she and I could get a little obsessed with Enchantments. With any Magic really; the cleverer, the better.

“About what?” I asked. Yes, I’d actually forgotten. Damn, but I really was a nerd. Still am, to be honest. I may well be worse, now, come to think of it...

Anyway:

“Right!” Kron managed, tearing her eyes away. She’d had a pen poised to make alterations. Some might have found that presumptuous, but seeing as how she’d taught me a solid chunk of what I knew about Enchantment and had thousands of years of experience under her belt, I was absolutely fine with it.

“Meeting,” she said. “With Rerek. We’ve managed to set one.”

“Oh rapture,” I said dryly. “When and where?”

“Tomorrow. Here.”

“Here?” I asked, confused.

She nodded.

My eyes flitted to my nascent Lancelot.

“Then why the hell was I building a doom stick?!” I asked. “I can’t use it in Clarion Hall, all my stuff is here! And what’s more, I don’t need to; Mira could squash him like a bug!”

“Firstly, nobody told you to build the stick and that last point is... debatable. But certainly, the book would make anything he did here extremely hazardous to his health. He actually suggested Clarion Hall for that reason.”

“And, just throwing it in there, but Doom Stick is a way better name than Knight Penis,” Tethys said evilly.

I turned to glare. Kron helped. It didn’t work, Tethys just stuck out her tongue and grinned.

“Anyway,” Kron continued, “we’re hoping that this means he’s looking to cooperate with us.”

“You. Cooperate with you. I am almost certainly on his shit-list.”

“We don’t know that for sure. Certainly, he could have made an attempt on your life in the Pyramid if that’s what he really wanted.”

“Not if he wanted to reintegrate into the world. If he had even a fraction of the knowledge Desmond had, which is a pretty fair bet just on his language skills alone, then he’d know what you could do. He’d know that you would have discovered my killer almost immediately and that, no matter how much you needed him, he’d eventually slip and fall onto the sharp end of something.”

Kron chuckled menacingly. “Maybe. Still, it does us no harm to hear what he has to say.”

“Especially if you can do it remotely,” Cassandra commented with a look at the Archon.

“Oh, we’ll be here, too. The defences of Clarion Hall are more than enough to give us a sense of security.”

“Just how far out on a limb were you willing to hang me?” I replied.

“Matty, if you get Black Magic on you, you’ll be fine... ish. If we get it on us, we die horribly, or mutate horribly, or suffer horribly... the key word is horribly.”

“Van, I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I’m not a Shadowborn, anymore. We don’t know that I’ll survive a Black Magic attack any better than you would,” I said.

Kron blinked. Then she bit her lip.

“Oh. Shit,” she managed.

That was another of those uncomfortable thoughts I’d been having lately. As far as I was aware, it was an Affinity for Shadows that let people use Black Magic without simply exploding into a mass of mutated, insane abomination. I didn’t have that Affinity anymore.

Funny thing, though, I still felt that same draw whenever I was around the stuff, a stronger one even, now that there was less Well-fabric between it and my Magic.

Could go either way, really, but that wasn’t the issue at the moment.

“Is this seriously the first time that had occurred to anyone?!” Cassandra bleated, though it was clearly the first time she’d thought of it, too.

“Not me,” I replied, “but I’m clever- Ow!”

Cassandra hit me again. I rubbed the offended arm to get some feeling back.

Kron came over and put a hand on my forehead, another over my heart. She closed her eyes and I felt her Magic seep into me before quickly recoiling at the touch of my mangled Aura.

“I... I just don’t know,” she said eventually. “I can’t get a proper look in your Well.”

“Mira’s still loyal. That’s somewhat reassuring,” Cassandra said, “and that’s the first time I’ve ever said that.”

A chortle filled the room. Mira’s voice.

Mira was the avatar of the Grimoire, which was the ancient repository of all humanity’s dark knowledge, including everything worth knowing about Black Magic. The book formed a bond to those with the greatest potential for it. The avatar herself was somewhat like a Magical AI, if that makes sense, an amalgam of the knowledge in the book and the personality of the owner. Bearing in mind that the owner was me, you can probably guess why she was so peculiar.

“Mira?” Kron said.

She appeared at the end of the table. Her form changed with my emotions, taking on the attributes of those I loved. Tethys was in the figure and eyes, Cassandra in the facial structure, there were traces of Kron, Hopkins, Demise and others there too. She wore a dark, conservative suit with a long skirt.

“We’re closer than ever,” she whispered, her violet eyes locking onto me.

“Hey, the sultry-whisper-deep-stare is my thing. Get your own,” Tethys complained.

Mira chuckled and vanished again.

“See? You’re fine,” Kron said, though doubt was crossing her features.

Why was everyone forgetting, or choosing to forget, that any Black Magic exposure was likely to turn me into a horrific, amoral monster?

Oh, right. Dying. On one level, it was gratifying that my friends and family would love me no matter what I became, but on another... well, horrific, amoral monster.

Not happening.

“Time of the meeting?” I asked. Mostly to get us away from that depressing avenue of conversation.

“Midday,” Kron replied. She frowned for a moment and turned to Cassandra and Tethys. “Would you give us a moment?”

Cassandra nodded. Tethys was reluctant, but she knew I’d just tell her what was said later, so she acquiesced.

They shut the door behind them.

“Problem?” I asked.

“Black Magic,” she said.

Apparently I wasn’t as successful with that redirection as I’d hoped.

“I’m not touching it.”

“I know. And that is starting to become a problem.”

“Huh?” I managed, articulate as ever.

“I... I’m not ready to bury another brother, Mathew,” she said, her voice becoming very quiet, and a little thick with emotion.

“Van, if I touch that stuff, I won’t be your brother anymore. We know that from extensive experience.”

“We also know that Black Magic isn’t as corruptive in the greater powers. Sure, it brings forth the darkness in a man’s soul and gives it expression, but you aren’t as dark as all that.”

“Do I have to remind you of the mutilations, the amputations, the blindings, the tortures, the mental manipulations and... oh what was that last one? Right. The murder?!”

“Do you consider me evil, Mathew?” she asked, throwing me onto the back foot and thoroughly off my point.

“What? No, of course not!”

“Well, I’ve done worse things than you can even imagine. Far worse. Did you think I was taking a break when we exterminated the Eastern Demigods? Did you think all those weapons of mass destruction I made were for show? I have an ocean of blood on my hands.”

“You did what you had to do,” I said softly.

Though that extermination was a little extreme. It wasn’t the only one, either, but not the point at the moment.

She touched my shoulder gently. “And so did you.”

“The point is that I don’t want my darkness expressed.”

“I would far prefer a darker you than no you at all!” Kron snapped.

“You say that now, but history rather supports my side of the argument. How many humanitarian Black Magicians have you heard of?”

She grimaced and flopped into a chair. I laid a gentle hand on her arm and she covered it with her own.

“I’ll be fine,” I said gently.

“We both know differently. You have five months left. Six if you’re lucky; seven if there’s a miracle. What are the odds you find an Ectomancer that even can help in that time, much less work fast enough to make a difference?”

“Not great, but I’ve beaten the odds before and this time will be no different.”

Her eyes closed in pain and she squeezed my hand.

“Now, why don’t we have a little look at my other project? Perhaps you can clean up some of my work?”

“Trying to distract me?” she asked bitterly.

“Is it working?” I asked as I placed a sheaf of papers in front of her.

She couldn’t help but look, and that was all it took.

I smiled as she pulled out her red pen.




Chapter 5



“I don’t like this,” Cassandra said as she paced back and forth in front of the drawing room’s fireplace.

“I’d never have guessed; you hide it so well,” I replied.

I was on the sofa, playing chess with Kron while we waited. Palmyra was sprawled over a recliner with a magazine and Hopkins was having a little snooze, or pretending to, anyway. We were all a little nervous. Except Kron. She seemed to be bored... when she wasn’t cross over losing our game.

Killian sniggered from his spot by the door, turning it into a cough when Cassandra’s glare landed on him.

My Warden tweaked my ear on her way past as she resumed pacing.

“He’s a Black Magician and we’re letting him into our home,” Cassandra continued.

“Yep,” I replied, moving a pawn to counter Kron’s knight, which made her scowl.

“And you’re sure we can’t just drop him into a pocket dimension?” Cassandra asked.

“You have one that can hold a Black Archon?” Kron asked dryly as she moved her queen with a smug smile on her face.

I shook my head and pinned it with my bishop. Kron’s eye began to twitch.

“I hate this game,” she said with a snarl, tipping over her king.

“The feeling appears to be mutual,” I replied.

Kron glared at me and I grinned back. She crossed her arms and sank back into the sofa, muttering sulkily.

Terrible sportsman, that one. Never play her at Pictionary, just warning you.

There was a knock at the door at precisely midday. Case Webb, my butler, came in, bowing briefly.

He was a normally genial fellow, in his middle years, with thinning, grey hair and a well-lined face. I’d never seen him without his coat and tails, and those were always immaculate. It was as if the man’s Aura could repel dirt and grime.

“The... First Shadow has arrived, Lord Mathew,” he said to me. Still hadn’t gotten him to drop the title. Even when I was briefly (officially) without a title, it was always ‘Lord-something’, or ‘Sir’.

“Thank you, Mister Webb. Would you show him in, please?”

In case you were wondering, not only was Mira on full alert, but there was a small army of trigger-happy Wardens concealed in every nook and cranny of the front hall and adjoining rooms. If Desmond (or Rerek or whatever he wanted to be called) had so much as sneezed in Webb’s direction, he’d have been atomised.

“Of course, Sir.”

We stood as he left. I smoothed out my suit and tried to appear relaxed.

Webb was soon back, opening the door for Rerek. It was easier for me to think of him that way. Important, too, if I was going to be impartial in any way. If I thought of him as Desmond, there’s no way I’d trust anything that came out of his mouth. There was too much bad blood there.

Not that I was likely to trust too much of what came out of Rerek, either...

“Lord Desmond Graves, First Shadow,” Webb announced formally, keeping his contempt for my brother out of his tone with a professionalism I doubt I’d have been able to match in his place.

Rerek came in and bowed low.

“Thank you for meeting with me. I know that you must have doubted my good intentions,” he said as he stood back to his full height.

It was actually quite shocking how little he resembled Desmond. The features were the same, of course: fine bone structure, blond hair and mismatched eyes; one brown, one blue, but somehow that was all... incidental. Everything else about him was so different that his actual appearance seemed not to matter. Down to the way he stood and moved; his expressions—even the way he blinked—it was all so jarringly other, that I barely recognised him. He’d even cut his hair short—almost to a crew-cut—something Des had never done voluntarily.

I frowned.

Blending, my arse. This Entity had consumed my brother.

Oh well; couldn’t have happened to a nicer fellow.

One thing that was a little strange (well, stranger, anyway), I couldn’t sense any Black Magic. He’d been all but oozing the stuff out of his pores the last time I’d encountered him.

In spite of how that sounds, this was not good news. It meant that he had his powers under ridiculous control; that indicated a level of competence that made him extremely
dangerous.

“Won’t you have a seat?” Kron said, waving him to a sofa across from her spot.

It had been decided beforehand that she should do the talking, in case somebody flew off the handle (and nobody had looked in my direction when this was suggested, promise). “Tea? Coffee?”

“Some water, if you please. Caffeine makes me jittery.”

I did my best to conceal a wince. That was a family trait.

Kron poured a glass from the tray in front of her and placed it carefully in front of our guest.

“Help yourself if you change your mind,” she said.

All very civilised so far. Could this last? Going by past experience, that depended entirely on how long it would take for me to open my big mouth. Maybe I should have begged off this?

“So,” Rerek said once he’d taken a sip, “I assume you wish to know my intentions?”

“If you’d be so kind,” Kron replied politely.

“Simple, really. I intend to live. I wish to see this world, enjoy it and its people,” he spoke wistfully, with a sad smile on his face. “I missed a great deal while I was trapped in the dark.”

He shuddered.

“And when you’re done... seeing the world?” Kron asked, her eyes locked on Rerek.

“Let’s cut to the chase, shall we? I do not intend to restore the First Empire. It is gone. Dead and dust. Do I intend to involve myself in the affairs of the world? Yes, of course I do. That is my right by the power I hold. But I understand that times are different; that conquest through force of arms is not permitted.”

Hear that?

Through force of arms.

Sounds good, doesn’t it? But, as any student of history will tell you, there are many more ways than that to conquer someone. I know because Britain perfected several of them.

“I further understand that humanity has to be handled carefully. They are aware of us, now, and must never be given a reason to fear us.”

All very reasonable. For a parasite squatting in another man’s skull...

“But...?” Kron said.

“No but. There are nearly eight billion humans on this planet. Why would anyone want to rule them? Far too much work.”

“A bit of a change from what we know of your history,” Killian pointed out, his voice as deep as fresh-dug grave.

“What history?” Rerek countered. “Accounts told through a few artefacts? Scattered records from the White Pyramid? You’ve only ever heard one side of the story, and a fragmentary one at that.”

“Then tell us yours,” Kron said. “We are here with open minds, Mister Rerek.”

Rerek nodded and took another sip of water.

“The war started after I struck out on my own,” he said sadly. “I wanted to forge my own destiny; build my own empire. I never wanted my parents’, how would that prove anything? Simply inheriting territory from those that came before? That is no proof of a man’s worth.”

His eyes took on a faraway look. He shook his head before continuing.

“I forged to the west with a cadre of my most loyal followers. History says that the Empire constructed the Black Pyramid to mark the edge of its domain, but that’s not true. We built it, to honour the one my parents had built and to mark our capital; the heart of our new nation. For two hundred years, we built a realm to rival that of my parents, but there was no acrimony. They were proud of me.”

“He ruined everything,” Rerek rasped, his face twisting into a mixture of sadness and hate. “The Shadow. The very First Shadow. He had the same problem I did. He knew he’d never rule the Empire, but he wasn’t willing to build his own, so he turned his eyes onto mine; a far easier target than that of my parents. He whispered in their ears, prodded and poked at them, poured poison over everything I did, twisted every communication I sent into bile and evil. It took him decades, but he got what he wanted. He destroyed my life. He made me like this.”

“Explain,” Kron said, her eyes narrow, her attention rapt.

“I wasn’t the first Black Magician. He was. He engineered atrocities and made it look like I did it, then he had the gall to fake attacks on my side of the border and claim that I’d done it myself to make the Empire look guilty to its nobles and people.”

He sagged in his seat, looking thoroughly miserable.

“By the time I realised all this, it was too late. There was an army on my border and all the attempts I made to contact my parents were rebuffed. The war was awful. Thousands died on both sides. When just enough carnage had taken place to weaken both armies, the Shadow came for me. My reserves had just been committed to a major battle, and my power at its ebb. He struck me with the Old Magic, what you call the Black, and I was... changed.”

“How?” Lucille asked.

“I expected to die, like I’d seen so many others do before me, but I didn’t. I don’t think he wanted me dead; not then, anyway. He wanted to make the fictional monster he’d created a reality, I think. I’ll never know for sure. He merged part of his power with my Well, gave me a measure of the Black. It brought out the very worst in me and I... I lost myself.”

He held his head in his hands.

“I killed so many. Enough that my parents had to come forth and intervene, which is probably what the Shadow wanted. They’d been staying out of it until then, leaving it to their fellow Archon. They couldn’t bear to harm me.

“That’s when the plague you know as the Hunger came forth. They claimed that I made it, but I didn’t, he did.”

He looked away in shame.

“I merely... perfected it,” he said softly. “I offer no excuse. I was lost, not myself; a monster.”

I looked meaningfully at Kron, who rolled her eyes and elbowed me surreptitiously.

“My people were dead or dying. I had no chance at winning, not anymore. I took the Hunger and I added the Old Power to it, made it stronger, more virulent, less discriminate, and I sent it forth. It quickly got out of control, but I was too far gone to care. My enemies were dying and that’s all that mattered.

“The war turned back in my favour, but only because their cities were being overrun with flesh-eating horrors slightly faster than mine were drowning in their own blood. Shadow saw what I’d done, and it clearly didn’t fit with whatever plan he’d had. He came right at me, but I was ready for him by then. I’d learned to control my new powers and I used them to try and take what he had, to make myself stronger. I didn’t get much—I just didn’t know enough to do the job properly—but I managed to rip a portion of his power out of him and bring it into myself. He didn’t survive the process.”

Rerek’s eyes closed; for a moment, somehow, he looked far older.

“It wasn’t just his power, though, I must have taken something else; something important because, like a miracle from the Creator, I
came back to myself. I was Rerek once again... and all I wanted to do was die. Three quarters of my followers were dead. Two thirds of everyone else, too, with more perishing every day; every minute. And it was my doing; my spite.

“I rushed to the Capital, desperate to do what I could—anything I could—to stop what I’d set in motion. I arrived just in time to watch my father die in the arms of my mother.”

“You know the rest. She saw me and in her hate, she cast that Spell. The one that killed everything in the Empire; herself included. It used the Great River as its anchor, spreading her power along it; sparing nothing but the Pyramids.

“I died, too, in more ways than one. Were it not for my preparations—preparations that were truly awful, incidentally—I would have perished in my entirety. I lived, though, in a fashion, my Soul anchored to my bones, buried in my fortress until I could bond with a suitable host. Only one never came, for centuries, millennia... until Desmond Graves stole the mantle of the First Shadow and provided me with what I needed: a tainted, weak Soul. No offence, Lord Mathew.”

I shrugged. I’d said far worse about the son of a bitch.

“I don’t know why I was always drawn to the First Shadow. I suspect that my Soul retains something of that ancient power I took back in my own time, some piece of it that bound me to the Shadows. Not enough to make me of them, but enough to grant me the power of the Old Magic, to resist its influence. And here I am.”

We were silent for a long while, just digesting that information.

Jesus Christ. If his story was true...

If.

“Obviously we can’t verify any of this,” Kron said.

Rerek tensed.

“But nor can we dispute it,” she finished.

Aw... shit. I knew where this was going. But then, I’d known from the start.

“So, there will be ground rules,” she said with finality, glaring at Rerek.

He nodded. “I understand.”

“There will be no, and I repeat, no use of Black Magic. At all.”

“I figured that would be the case. I have already suppressed it.”

And that explained why I hadn’t felt any since he’d come in. Wait... you could suppress it?!

“You will submit to monitoring Spells until we are satisfied of your good intentions,” Kron continued. “You evade them and we’ll know. And we’ll take action.”

“I agree.”

Okay, now he was just being sickeningly reasonable. Would it have killed him to foam at the mouth a little and give me the excuse to drop him in a volcano?

Kron cleared her throat and continued. She probably hadn’t expected things to go this smoothly either.

“You will undertake training with Lord Killian to understand the role of an Archon and what is expected of you, and you will carry out those duties as and when you are required.”

“Of course. I understand the necessity of that. And of each of you,” he said, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “I know what the Archons mean to the world, and I would never interfere with your work in any way. I know what the consequences would be.”

God damn it, the bastard was even smoother than I was!

Was I just being paranoid? Was I letting my prejudice against the meat influence my feelings about the Soul inside?

Or was I just being perfectly sensible in the face of a sob story that had no evidence to back it up and plenty that disputed it?

I guess time would tell.

Oh forget it, I just knew that there was going to be another shoe, and if history had taught me anything, that shoe was going to land right on my head.

“Very well,” Kron said. “Lord Death, if you would?”

Killian nodded and stepped forward, preparing to conjure a Portal.

“May I say something to Lord Mathew, first?” Rerek asked.

Kron looked to me. I nodded.

“Before we go further,” Rerek said, “I must ask; do you agree to all of this? I know better than to plan for the future if you’re going to be against me. I’ve seen what happens when you go to work on someone and if that’s where this is going, then there’s no point.”

Sure, now I was the arsehole if I didn’t agree.

I harrumphed.

“How much of my brother is really left?” I asked. “You and I both know that you aren’t a blending.”

That’s what he’d claimed back in the pyramid. Naturally, I hadn’t believed him.

“Yes we are. In the same way that seawater is a blending of salt and water. I’m the water; Desmond was the salt.”

“So, practically nothing, then?”

“His memories, his powers, his Soul lives on in mine, but I am far more Rerek than I am Desmond. I know of his hate for you, his bile, but I do not share it. I am my own person.”

“And I’m just supposed to accept the fact that you ate my brother and what? Move on?”

“Sure. Saves you the job of killing the bastard. Would you like to know what he planned to do with my powers once he got them? What he had in mind for each and every member of your extended family? The world is a better place; trust me.”

God damn it; that was a good point.

I thought. Hard.

I didn’t know if he was telling the truth, but there was one piece of evidence that was heavily in his favour. The other accounts I’d read of the First Empire hadn’t mentioned the Hunger specifically, hadn’t even known what it was, they just said weapon.

Those accounts didn’t explain why there was a version of the Hunger powered by Flesh Magic... and another by the Black. Rerek had.

“As long as you stick to Lady Time’s rules, you have nothing to fear from me,” I said, though grudgingly.

He actually sagged a little. Had this titan, this horror of a Black Magician actually been afraid of me? What did that say about me?

Ooh, best not to look under that rock...

“But stay away from my parents,” I said making sure he looked in my eyes and understood. “They’ve been through quite enough.”

And I still hadn’t filled them in on the latest. They already blamed me for the last flip of Desmond’s crazy-switch. They’d tried to hide it, but I could feel it. Sometimes it sucked to be an Empath.

“Of course,” Rerek replied, lowering his head. “If you do need help with that, I would do anything I could.”

Oh yes, I could see it now: “Hello Mister and Mrs Graves, I’m Rerek, I’m the thing that ate your son’s Soul. No, no, nothing to worry about, he went down a treat, like a fluffy ice-cream cone, really...”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said instead.

He nodded and stood, moving to Killian who winked at me and started to open a Portal before stopping with a frown. Rerek smiled, understanding the hesitation far faster than I did.

“I understand, my lord,” he said gently. “I am prepared for your Pyramid.”

Killian smiled thinly and opened the Portal, leading the body-snatcher through.

It snapped shut with what felt like a terrible finality.

I looked at the others, who were staring at me like someone had just shot my puppy.

“What?” I asked.

Kron chuckled and patted my shoulder.

“Nothing,” she said proudly.




Chapter 6



“So... did it hurt?” Cassandra asked, nudging me with a hip.

“What?”

“Not starting a war during a peaceful summit.”

“Ha, ha,” I said, glaring at her.

She smiled and gently kissed my forehead. “You might actually be growing up.”

“Hey, let’s not say something we can’t take back!” I said, which made her chuckle.

“You sure you’re alright?” Kron asked me. “This is... a lot.”

“God no,” I replied. “Half of me is screaming to get that thing out of my brother, but the rest is pretty happy that Desmond seems to have finally gotten his comeuppance. But then I think about explaining all this to my parents and I just want to hide. Really, I don’t know what to do or think and it’s making a little crazy.”

“I’d never have guessed; you hide it so well,” Cassandra said, parroting my words from earlier with an evil smirk.

“Imitation is the lowest form of wit, Cassie.”

“I thought that was your puns.”

“Hey, that’s just mean,” I complained.

“But you aren’t actually going to try exorcising anything, right?” Hopkins asked.

I sighed. “No.”

More relieved sagging.

“Seriously, how much of an ogre am I to you people?”

“Blew up your brother’s house while he was still in it,” Hopkins pointed out.

“Obliterated a mountain fortress full of Necromancer Demigods,” Palmyra added.

“Arranged for a newborn God to be torn apart,” Kron put in.

“And all of this after you’d lost the bulk of your powers,” Cassandra finished proudly. “Shall we go on?”

“No. You’re making me sound like a monster!”

“But the very best sort of monster,” Cassandra said brightly. “After all, you want Vader around when it’s time to fight the Emperor.”

“Leaving aside the fact that you don’t get to use Star Wars against me when you claim to hate it so much, that is still not very nice!”

“There, there,” Cassandra replied, patting my head.

“Anyway,” I said through gritted teeth, “how much of that did you believe? The story, I mean?”

“Nothing,” Kron said.

“Less than her,” Palmyra said.

“Not a sausage,” Hopkins added.

“Phew. I thought I was being paranoid for a second, there,” I said.

“Which isn’t to say that it isn’t true,” Kron put in, ruining my brief moment of satisfaction.

I frowned at her.

“What? We just don’t know. History gets skewed by whoever’s telling the story, and we only ever had records from one side.”

“Yes, but he...” I trailed off.

“What?” Palmyra asked.

“Nothing, actually. Rerek hasn’t done a damn thing to me. In fact, his very existence may well have spared me a truly ugly war with Desmond. I just... I feel like this should be a thing!”

Cassandra snorted and sat down next to me.

“And I don’t like the idea of a Black Archon just running around. It makes my shoulder blades itch,” I said. That, at least, was sensible.

“Not the first,” Kron said before letting her eyes flit over me. “Not the last.”

“And how did they end up, Vanessa-dear?” I asked sweetly.

“Shut up, Graves.”

She took a seat, rubbing her eyes. “My Future Sight clouds more and more with each passing day. That means bad things over the horizon, and not that far. There is no choice, here. A fifth Archon will be necessary. And this one is actually better than the last one we had. Desmond was a fool, whereas Rerek is at the height of his powers; an experienced Magician.”

“I’d double-check that. His knowledge may be out of date,” I pointed out.

God, but I felt frustrated. I wanted to do something. Rerek was just wondering around in my brother’s skin and there was nothing to be done? But even if there was, would that be for the best? Desmond had been a disaster waiting for a place to happen. Could Rerek be worse?

“The fact that he could suppress his Black Magic is a very good sign,” Hopkins said, trying to comfort me. “I didn’t even know that was possible.”

“It isn’t, and yet I didn’t even get a whiff of the stuff. What about you, Mathew?” Kron asked.

“Nothing. Maybe Mira has some insight on how he’s doing it? If nothing else, it might be useful for people who get addicted.”

“Yes; them,” Palmyra said, looking deliberately away.

Good grief...

“Mira?” I said. “Any insights?”

Silence.

I looked around.

She’d never failed to respond before... except for that time Desmond had disabled her during his little coup, but that was impossible, I’d taken precautions.

Hadn’t I?

Dread filled my chest as I turned towards Kron, who’d also gone pale.

“Library!” I barked, already moving, running for the lift.

We all but burst into the room, and I rushed straight to the bookcase containing Mira.

There was a glass front, heavily Enchanted, with a large, thick tome within. The cover was of black leather with black metal fastenings, the paper sand-coloured with age. There was a metal circle on the front, half brown, half blue. The colour of my eyes.

“Looks normal,” Kron said. “Signature’s the same.”

“Wait for it,” I replied.

I pulled a couple of books from the shelf underneath, exposing a keypad into which I tapped an eleven digit code before providing a fingerprint.

The shelf with the ‘Grimoire’ on it slid in and down before another shelf slid out to replace it, bearing an almost identical book.

This was Mira. It didn’t take me long to notice the difference; the colours of the circle had changed.

The blue and the brown were on opposite sides. Matching Desmond’s eyes. Rerek’s eyes.

I sagged, utterly defeated, and slumped into a chair.

Suddenly, I felt very tired.

“Oh no,” Cassandra said, understanding instantly.

“What?” Hopkins asked.

Cassandra explained.

The swearing started.

“It’s worse,” I said, feeling yet more weight drop on me as if from a great height.

“There’s worse than this?!” Kron all but roared.

“Oh, you bet. The Gods’ Blade and the Janus Glove are in her Interdimensional Storage Space. The one place in all of bloody creation I would have sworn nobody but me would be able to get at them.”

In other words, if Rerek got a hold of that book, not only would he have all the knowledge of the Grimoire at his disposal, but also two of the most dangerous weapons on the planet.

The swearing got louder.




Chapter 7



I didn’t know what to do. All it had taken was a whiff of Rerek’s Aura and Mira had switched sides just like that.

My problems didn’t end with the book and the Cosmic Tools, either; though all that was certainly bad enough. The pressing issue was that Mira had practically been Clarion Hall’s defences. There were some Wards and Enchantments in place, but they were the standard sort you’d find around any Magician’s home. They weren’t designed to stand off a heavy attack. The house wasn’t even a proper Place of Power for me. What little extra I got came through the oak in the back garden and that was Fairy Magic in large part, not Newtonian, which meant considerably less in the way of lightning and fire landing on intruders.

This was a disaster.

Thankfully, Kron was on the ball.

“Jen, get that thing to the Archive, now,” she said, pointing at the book. “Make sure they know that Rerek isn’t authorised for access.”

Hopkins was gone almost before Kron had finished speaking.

That was where the book had been kept before I’d ‘liberated’ it. Behind layer after overlapping layer of Magic-draining defences that would stop even an Archon from pinching it.

Well... not me, when I was one, but I was the exception and they’d beefed up security since then.

I was about to object to Kron’s order, but what would be the point? Mira wasn’t mine anymore, and having her in the house would be a liability I could ill afford.

Jesus...

“Cassie, would you go to Tethys and ask her to get every Ward expert she knows in here yesterday?” I asked, trying to reassert some sort of control.

“Don’t bother,” Kron said with a growl. “I’ll do the work myself. God damn it! If I find out he did this intentionally, I will pull his balls out through his nose!”

There was a thought. Did Rerek do it intentionally? My gut said yes, but that couldn’t be trusted where the Son of Life and Death was concerned. I was biased.

Objectively... maybe. It all depended on what he knew and what he was really
after. Simply put, when you had the power of an Archon, you didn’t really need the book. Would he risk the ire of the other four Archons and a Primal to gain the loyalty of a book he didn’t even need?

Again... maybe. Damn it, what a mess!

“May I suggest getting Lunson in to help you?” I said, forcing my brain back into something resembling working order. “My Tree might provide a little something in that department.”

Lunson was a Centaur who lived in the Fairy Grotto on my family’s land. He was more or less in charge there, and without the two Sidhe princesses around, he was the best expert on Fae Magic I had access to.

“Fairy Magic,” Kron grumbled. Like any Newtonian Magician (myself included), she didn’t fully trust an effect she couldn’t quantify (much less control), but she understood that it could be useful. “Good idea, though.”

“I’ll be right back,” Kron said. “Lucille, stay here, will you? I don’t want him left alone while he’s vulnerable.”

Vulnerable.

Rather summed me up, lately.

Palmyra nodded and Kron vanished.

I lifted a hand, about to Conjure a Portal to the Grotto, thinking to at least get some preliminary advice from Lunson, but then let it drop. I needed a minute.

Mira had been family; and now she was gone. Nothing about this had been her fault. She only had sentience in as much as the Magical constructs of the book allowed her. When the pseudo-intelligence of the object detected a more suitable master, it had switched immediately, with no thought to the mind that was in situ. I doubted very much that my friend had survived. She only existed because of the link to my psyche.

She was gone; just like that.

I wanted to scream, to break something, to level something, but what good would that do? She’d still be gone, and she still wouldn’t be coming back.

And Rerek would still be the Grimoire’s master.

Was there anything Desmond couldn’t take from me? Rerek—whatever!

Between the two of them, they’d taken my Shadows, my house, my friend, my book and the only chance I’d had at fixing myself.

I was not in a good way.

But nobody had ever fixed a problem by wallowing in it. I took a breath, stomped down the emotions, opened my Portal and got to work.

Lunson agreed to help, as I’d known he would. He said to let him know when Kron was finished with her work, at which point he would weave the power of the Grotto into them. Surprisingly straight forward for Fairy Magic, but I wasn’t complaining.

When I got back to Clarion (after a not inconsiderable Pixie-related setback that actually had me smiling when I finally stepped through the Portal), Kron was already hard at work with fifteen of her people.

Rats, I would have loved to watch them work from the start. If there was one area of Enchantment I was lacking in, it was Wards and static defences.

After ripping out the old, crude Spells, they worked flat-out for two days, weaving layer after beautiful layer of Wards, defences and Detection Spells into the fabric of the building, as many as they could pack in with the available ambient Magic and the trickle of Newtonian power that made it through the Oak from my Place of Power on the other side of the link. It wasn’t a river, but it was far more than a bucket-full and Kron’s people made use of every drop.

Even once they were done, it still wasn’t Blackhold, much less Kron’s mountain fortress, but nobody was getting into my house who didn’t belong there unless they brought an army, and anyone that tried something within its walls with evil intent would soon find themselves in a world of hurt.

And that was before Lunson went to work.

When Kron was satisfied with her peoples’ work, I left for the Grotto and came back with the Centaur... and the aforementioned Pixies. The former was resplendent in a robe made of perfect, green leaves, sporting a staff that hummed with the Fairy version of Magic. His human half was broad-shouldered and strong, with a kindly face. He’d grown a rich, brown beard that gave his youthful face a certain gravitas.

The three Pixies—Melody, Jewel and Meadow—perched themselves on my shoulders and head when they weren’t snooping into everything in sight. They hadn’t been to Clarion Hall before, as it hadn’t really been safe while Desmond was an active threat. I suppose it still wasn’t, really, but I could deny them nothing.

They were tiny and adorable, barely coming half way up my calf in height (though they could change size at will, this was their preferred height for food-related emotional blackmail and general mischief). They had fine, delicate features, were not quite skinny and flew around on shimmering, translucent butterfly wings.

I loved them dearly and had gone home to visit the Grotto as often as I could in the last few months, but it hadn’t been as often as I would have preferred.

Lunson smiled indulgently at their antics and began his work.

The back third of Clarion hall’s lot was devoted to a walled garden in the centre of which was a great oak tree. It had grown from an acorn taken from a similar one the heart of the Grotto; my favourite tree growing up. Clarion’s oak had grown in Blackhold, but the princesses hadn’t had any trouble switching the two gardens just before we left. Desmond had been so pissed that he’d burned the transplanted Clarion garden down to the earth, which might have made me smile if it hadn’t been a rather beautifully-tended example of the rose-grower’s art. Some of those plants had been rare and highly valuable and he’d roasted them in a fit of pique...

Anyway, Lunson started with the tree.

I would never know what he did, or how he did it, not specifically, but he spent hours coaxing threads of energy from the Oak and sliding them into the Magical frameworks set up by Kron and her people. When he was done, I couldn’t help but smile.

Because it was only then that Clarion Hall truly felt like home. Something just felt... right, when it hadn’t before. Not that it was difficult to guess why. This power was of me in a way that what was there before simply hadn’t been. It wasn’t quite like being in the Grotto, but it was as close as I could get without moving into the woods.

I thanked him profusely and he smiled in understanding before vanishing through the link in the Oak. The Pixies stayed a little longer, but they soon left too. They’d been a little reserved around me, more and more as time went on. Defence mechanism, I’d imagine. I think they understood that I wasn’t necessarily going to be around much longer. I was actually quite astonished that Tethys hadn’t gone the same way. Maybe I’d been more convincing with her than I’d thought?

With everything in its place, I put on a huge dinner for Kron and her workers as a thank-you, and arranged for them to be compensated excessively for their work. Kron, I knew, had no use for money, so I handed her a small pouch of obscenely rare and expensive crafting materials I had spares for instead.

She swooned again; it was adorable. Please don’t tell her I said that.

“Need any other work done?” Kron asked when she was done drooling.

It was just after that dinner, and her people had gone home, grinning and satisfied, every one of them leaving a business card with a private number for the future.

I laughed and settled into my favourite armchair in the library. Kron flopped onto a sofa and put her feet up on a stool.

“So... what’s next?” she asked.

“Hm?” I asked, dozing a little after such a fine meal in good company.

“For you,” she clarified, nudging my knee with her foot. It was the best she could do. Now that her excitement over the materials was fading, the food coma was starting to creep up on her.

“Finish that damned thing to keep me from roasting myself, keep looking for help. Plot my revenge.”

“Fair eno- wait, what was that last one?”

“Keep looking for help?”

One of her lidded eyes slid fully open to glare at me. I smirked.

She shook her head.

“Don’t worry, Van. I’m all out of revenge. I’m too damned tired for it.”

“You sound way too old for your age, Graves.”

“It’s not the age, it’s the mileage.”

“You have had a rough couple of years.”

“I did have that nine month stretch of peace and quiet.”

“Except for that thing of which we do not speak.”

I shuddered. That had been a mess. Big snake, Chimera dung, it was a whole thing that need not distract us at the moment.

“Except for that. It was nice, though, just being a student for a while.”

Kron smiled.

“You’ll get back there eventually.”

“I’d like that, but I don’t see it as imminent.”

“Nil desperandum, brother,” she said.

‘Never despair’, in case you were wondering.

“Latin? I thought you hated Latin. Didn’t you tell me you’d tried to have it eradicated?”

Really hadn’t liked Romans. She may well have orchestrated the fall of the Empire, though she’d never admit to that on account of the wretched mess that ensued in Europe afterwards.

“I wouldn’t have the first idea what you’re talking about,” she said airily.

“I think I’ll be alright,” I said after a while in companionable silence. “I’ve just got to hang in there long enough for my friends to do what they do best.”

“Haul your arse out of the fire?”

“That’s the one.”

She shook her head.

“You’re not such a bad egg, Graves.”

“You sweet-talker, you.”

Another laugh.

“I didn’t think you’d turn out to be someone I could tolerate. Frankly, I thought I’d loathe you, but you grew on me.”

“Thanks,” I said with a genuine smile.

“Like a fungus.”

I frowned.

“One of those ones that gets under your toenails; the kind you need a minor exorcism to get rid of.”

“First, that’s what I was going for. And second, you do know about soap, right?”

She threw a cushion at me.




Chapter 8



A few days later, I was about half way through the project that would help me manage my symptoms, making considerably more progress on account of Kron’s notes. Ten minutes of her work had literally saved me millions in wasted materials.

Things had rather... deteriorated in that time. Physically, I mean. The damage done by my mangled Aura had always been chaotic; a blood clot one week, a shed patch of mucosal tissue the next, the occasional heart attack... but now it was getting ridiculous.

On Monday, I went blind in one eye, quickly followed by a burn that seared my stomach to the muscle... from the inside. That was followed up on Wednesday by my left fibula cracking right down the middle, and I mean top to bottom, by the way.

Neither of those had been fun. But at least they’d been useful. Thanks to the increased intensity and duration of the energy flares that caused the damage, I’d been able to watch and had gained an understanding of how the damage occurred. I’d never been able to see the effect in action before, it had all happened too fast and in too small an area.

I discovered that it all came down to atoms, and the different ways they were affected by my Aura and Magic. I couldn’t gather the energy that was seeping into my body, but I could stop the actual molecular effects... with the right materials and Enchantments.

Which I had. By the bucket, thanks to Tethys.

It was, however, turning out to be a little more fiddly than I’d first thought. The device required several dozen Enchantments to be laid in such a way that they all worked with one another without exhausting the ambient Magic. Normally that was a somewhat limited resource, but an Archon’s Well (or a Primal’s) put out a lot of what would otherwise be wasted energy, so any Enchanted items I made wouldn’t want for power... within reason. I still had to be careful. Even once I had all that figured out, there was still the problem of metallurgy to solve, as certain materials took certain types of Spell better than others, leading to problems with resonance when using two or more separate alloys and effects in concert. It was a pain.

I’d just managed to come up with a combination of alloys that I liked and was about to start fashioning the finished object when the light over my lab door went off.

I stifled a curse and wiped sweat off my forehead before answering.

It was Tethys.

“Good news!” she said brightly.

“I always appreciate good news,” I said, her smile was infectious.

“Hellstrom got back to us. She has a guy for you.”

“A guy? An Ectomancer?!” I said, hope filling my chest again.

She grinned and nodded as she put her arms around me.

“She set up a meeting for this afternoon at her place in the country.”

I sagged in relief. God bless that woman. To think I’d once cursed her extensive network of contacts and favours.

I had a chance... assuming I could get my damned Enchantment working to buy me the necessary time.

Duchess Hellstrom’s country estate was a few miles outside of Stonebridge’s green belt, in a very affluent area. The house was closer to a palace in scale, sprawling across a broad stretch of lawn in the middle of a small forest, all owned by the Duchess.

Lexi’s Portal dropped her, Demise, Cassandra and I on the Duchess’ doorstep, at the end of a mile-long gravel driveway that some poor fellow must have had a hell of a time keeping level.

“And I thought Blackhold was big,” Cassandra commented as I rang the doorbell.

“It’s not what you have, it’s how you use it,” I replied, earning me a chuckle from Demise.

“Know that from experience, do you?” Cassandra replied with a raised eyebrow.

“So Tethys tells me,” Lexi said cattily. And perhaps just that smidge over the line into nastily, to be honest.

Certainly the comment killed the conversation dead.

“Why don’t you watch the perimeter?” Cassandra said to Lexi, her tone clipped and cross.

The younger Warden lifted an eyebrow, but didn’t argue, simply stepping through a Portal.

Cassandra gave me a look to which I returned a shrug. I had enough things on my plate without starting a fight over Lexi’s nonsense.

The door opened to reveal a butler to rival my own for formal perfection; every inch the gentleman’s gentleman. The black of his coat and trousers was deep and flawless, the white was shining, the polish of his buckles immaculate.

“Mathew Graves to see her grace,” I said politely.

“You’re expected, my lord. Would you follow me?”

I nodded and he led us through the richly furnished house, straight through to a massive reception room at the back. It jutted over the lawn, stretching up into the next floor and down into a basement. The space was decorated in gilt, silver and ebony, packed with antique furniture, paintings and objects in display cases that made me want to stop and stare.

“Focus,” Cassandra muttered, grinning at my reaction as my eyes wandered to a case containing a highly Enchanted suit of ancient armour.

“But I don’t wanna,” I muttered back.

“Save your life now, gawp later.”

“You’re no fun.”

“I think I have a variation of that on my dating profile. Now, eyes front.”

“You have a dating profile?”

“Shut up, Graves.”

Hellstrom was sitting on a sofa with a middle aged man. He was short and squat, dressed in a neat, expensive suit with a strange badge on his left lapel. It was fashioned of silver, about the size of a fifty-pence piece; a snake with a ruby eye, eating its tail. Called an ouroboros, the symbol originated in Ancient Egypt, symbolising the cycle of life, death and rebirth.

Fitting, I hoped.

I cast Mage Sight, and he was, in fact, a Spirit Mage. He wasn’t as powerful as the late Master Usbryd, but he was close; a mid-range Sorcerer. His face was lined and craggy with wear. His hair was a dark blond and his eyes were a grey so light that he looked almost blind, like Usbryd had.

The Duchess stood to greet us, as did the man. His expression remained carefully neutral, and I couldn’t get a read on his emotions, either. It was like he had no presence in the Spirit Realm at all, or that his control over it and its powers was so fine that no emissions escaped him. That boded well, I thought.

Hellstrom herself was as beautiful as ever, if a little tired-looking. Her job had taken a toll, as it generally did on the good ones. Even so, her blond hair was vibrant and a trace of makeup concealed the bags under her eyes and drew attention to her full lips. She wore a suit just tight enough to be professional, but still loose enough to be comfortable, all in silk, very demure.

“Lord Mathew Graves,” Hellstrom said, offering her hand, which I shook, “thanks for coming. This is Mister Alastor Manas.”

I held in a laugh. There was no way that was his real name. Alastor was a Greek name meaning ‘avenging spirit’ and Manas was a Sanskrit word meaning, roughly, ‘sixth sense’.

“A pleasure, sir,” I said, offering my hand, which he refused, staring at it until I dropped it back to my side. I hated when people did that. Just say “I don’t shake hands,” don’t make the other guy look like an idiot.

“Why don’t we have a seat?” Hellstrom said to cover up the awkward moment. My Wardens made their way to the edge of the room, not wanting to make it worse.

I sat next to Hellstrom on a small sofa that must have cost more than a modern car and Manas took a seat on its twin, across a coffee table that I was worried just being near, such was its delicacy and provenance.

“I’m told you have a very specific problem, Mister Graves,” Manas said, ignoring the title he’d been given. Deliberately? Well, I didn’t care. I was here to employ him for his talents, not his personality.

His voice was raspy, the accent Spanish, or maybe Portuguese? I wasn’t good at telling the difference, alas.

“Yes. I’ve suffered damage to my Well sufficient to cause an intermingling of Magic, Soul and Aura.”

He frowned. I felt him cast Mage Sight. He hissed, wincing as he took me in.

“You’re dying. Quickly,” he said.

Did his lips quirk towards a smile?

I could feel my Wardens tense. Damn it. I was downplaying that for a reason.

“Yes,” I said. “Can you do anything about it?”

He leaned back on the sofa, steepling his fingers in that pretentious way certain Magicians did when they wanted to appear pensive. I may have done it myself once or twice when I wanted to be really prickish about something.

“Perhaps,” he replied.

“Perhaps?”

He picked a briefcase off the floor and placed it on the coffee table hard enough to make me wince. Hellstrom smirked at me, but she didn’t look especially happy about it, either.

He opened the case and pulled out what looked like a diary.

“I’m rather thoroughly booked up for the next six months,” he said coldly.

“I would, of course, be willing to compensate you for any lost time or business if you’d be willing to start the job immediately. As you mentioned, I am rather on a time crunch.”

“Yes... you are, aren’t you?” he said. His lips quirked again. It was getting a little offensive.

He quoted me an obscene figure.

“Up front,” he finished.

“No; twenty percent deposit, the rest on completion. I’ll place the remaining funds in escrow.”

“This isn’t a negotiation.”

“I don’t know you from Adam. You could take the money and all you’d need to do is hide for six months.”

“Fifty percent.”

“Twenty-five. The only thing I know about you is that you’re willing to shake down a dying man.”

He really did smile now, and it was an ugly thing.

“Agreed.”

He pulled a card from his briefcase and handed it to me. It had a set of account details on it.

“Transfer the funds. I’ll wait.”

I did not like this, for the record, but he did rather have me over a barrel, and he was a Spirit Mage.

I called Tethys and gave her the details.

“Done,” she said. “He’d better be worth it.”

“I hope so too,” I replied.

We hung up and the Ectomancer’s briefcase dinged.

He pulled out a phone and smirked. That was even less attractive than the smile.

“One more thing to discuss,” he said, putting the phone back into the case and closing it carefully. “May I use your bathroom first? This won’t be a short conversation.”

Hellstrom rang a bell and her butler appeared as if by Teleport. I didn’t even hear the door open, he was that good. Going by the impressed look on Cassandra’s face; she hadn’t heard him coming either, and that was not easy.

“Would you show Mister Manas to the restroom, Lindt?”

“Of course, your grace.”

Manas nodded regally and followed the butler.

Hellstrom scowled.

“I don’t like that man,” she said once the door was shut.

“You recommended him,” Cassandra said from her corner.

“It was a limited pool,” Hellstrom replied. “He’s the only Necromancer of suitable power with the right education in Europe or the Americas that isn’t also batty.”

I shrugged. “Beggars can’t be choosers. And I’m very grateful for your efforts. I don’t care if he’s a bastard, as long as he can do the...”

I felt a little strange.

“...the job,” I coughed to clear a throat that felt a little full.

I tasted blood.

Damn it, not again. I recast Mage Sight.

Oh no.

It wasn’t my Aura.

I turned to warn the others, but it was too late. Cassandra was already shaking her head and Demise had started to slide down the wall. I turned to Hellstrom, but her eyes were rolling up into her head and she was passing out.

Before I could do anything, a blinding pain struck my chest as the aerosolised poison coming from Manas’ briefcase went to work.

My heart stopped. More accurately, the left ventricle was torn open. The poison had affected my Magic, somehow, and with how fragile that was... Magic Poisoning.

It was all I could do to get a Triage Spell in place to keep my blood oxygenated. At least the poison hadn’t affected my ability to draw from my amulet. I tried to stand, but a pulse of agony shot through my guts as two feet of lower intestine just died.

I fell to the ground.

I cast a Numbing Spell, a couple of them, actually, and hauled myself back to my feet.

I had to check on the others, but I didn’t dare neglect my defences with a hostile Magician on the grounds. I Conjured my shields and started gathering energy, damning myself for a fool for not bringing my Stave.

Cassandra, Demise and Hellstrom were... fine, actually. Their Magic had been suppressed in some fashion, but there was no internal damage. The best way to describe what had happened to their bodies would be cellular exhaustion, like they had expended all their available energy. The effect was worsening as the agent continued to act on their Wells and bodies alike. Thankfully, it was already slowing down. It wasn’t going to kill any of them.

This explained why I felt so terrible, internal injuries aside. I was lucky (if you want to call it that), I wasn’t using my Well to draw Magic, so my casting wouldn’t be affected, and my body was resistant to poisons thanks to Palmyra’s modifications and my own Affinities. It must have been a potent chemical to even do this much to me.

I started preparing a Filtration Spell. I may not have been familiar with the poison, but I could sense it, and thus I could shift it.

“Still upright? Well that is interesting,” Manas said from the doorway. There was a Spell around his mouth and nose, filtering the air. Two Summoned Spirits floated along behind him... and there was something red on his hands. I’d sensed him coming, but he was a secondary concern until the poison was gone.

I tried to reply with something pithy, but I vomited blood instead.

Manas smiled nastily.

“A poison that targets the Well in a man that doesn’t have a fully intact one... that must be unpleasant.”

I cast my Filtration Spell. A wave of energy flooded the room and gathered the poison up around the briefcase, which I then dropped through a Portal into a sealed-off storage area under Clarion Hall.

Manas frowned. Then he cast Mage Sight.

“Well, well, well! You are still casting! How are you doing that?”

My Amulet was rather carefully designed to remain unnoticed. Not invisible, per se, as things like Mage Sight were very difficult to fool, but there were Enchantments that diverted the eye, made it feel... boring, not worth looking at.

Instead of replying to his question, I threw a lightning bolt.

Manas smirked and lazily batted at my attack with his Will... only to see it explode on contact with his shield and arc into his two Spirits, banishing them instantly.

And also destroying a considerable stretch of Hellstrom’s lovely wood panelling. Oh, I felt like a shit about that...

Before he could do more than stand there like a fish, I followed up with a Dispel that shattered his shields. His eyes went wide with panic, and he tried to flee into the Spirit Realm.

As I’d through he would. He was a Spirit Sorcerer, after all, and that gave him considerable power in the Realm.

But I was the Spirit Primal.

That Realm worked for me.

I hadn’t had the chance to get into Spirit Magic as much as I’d have liked—there had just been too much on my plate—but I knew how to do simple things and I could do them well.

Things like solidifying the Spirit Realm so than nothing from a different plane could get in... or out.

Manas was trapped like a fly in amber, caught in the Spirit Realm, just below the surface of Newtonian Reality.

With that, it was a simple matter of summoning my Guardian Spirit and opening a tiny hole in the trap for him to flit through.

My Guardian was a weasel Spirit, tiny and red with a white belly, black claws and little, black, expressive eyes. He looked adorable.

Until he got angry. Or until I got angry, anyway. He wasn’t a spirit of anger, he was one of cunning, so the only time he felt things like murderous rage was when I felt that way.

It was all I could do to stop him eviscerating the Necromancer on the spot, and it was a close-run thing because, deep down, that’s what I wanted him to do.

After some time spent focussing, I managed to calm down and got to work, leaving the Spirit to guard Manas while I finished flushing the poison from my system and starting the same job with my Wardens and hostess.

There was little for me to do. The poison had done what it was going to do, leaving all three of their Wells dim and quiescent. The intact parts of mine were the same way, which, funnily enough, was actually helping now that the initial effects on my Aura had begun to fade.

The problem was that my Amulet wasn’t refilling as quickly, about half as fast, in fact. There was so much damage to the structure of my Well that plenty of Magic was leaking out, and my Amulet was good at absorbing that, but I was down another chunk of effectiveness.

This had not been a good day.

I gathered some Chemical energy and carefully introduced it to Cassandra, Demise and Hellstrom’s bodies. That should help quite a bit with how fast they came around and how terrible they felt when they did.

Then I turned my attention back to our poisoner. I communicated with my Guardian and had him throw Manas out of the Spirit Realm.

“Oh God, what is that thing?!” he screamed as he fell at my feet, shaking in terror as the Spirit Gate shut behind him. My Guardian hadn’t gone far, waiting for any further attempts to escape. Manas would have been able to sense that.

I grabbed my would-be assassin by the throat and hauled him up so I look at him eye-to-eye. His feet dangled six inches off the ground. Being a Demigod-Magician hybrid had its perks.

“Antidote,” I growled.

“No point!” he gibbered, clearly terrified. “It’s done what it’s going to do!”

“I know that. I want the cure for the Well effect.”

“Time! Only Time,” he screeched as my hand closed around his throat, cutting off his nonsense.

“Try harder,” I hissed.

I loosened the pressure a little.

“There isn’t a cure!” he said with a gasp. “That’s why I picked it; I didn’t want you able to get back u- urk!”

My fingers closed around his throat. He scratched and tore at my hands, but it did no good. He called Magic, but I cast a Nerve Stimulation Spell that triggered every pain receptor in his body, ending his attempt to free himself.

He tried to scream, but passed out instead.

I scowled and dropped him before I could kill him.

God damn it!




Chapter 9



I dropped a Sleep Spell into Manas’ head. I wanted to drop something considerably heavier, but I held my temper.

Then I called bloody Lexi.

“Yep?” she said brightly.

Completely oblivious.

“Get in here, we’ve been attacked,” I said; then I hung up and went to work shifting Cassandra, Demise and Hellstrom to the sofas. I wasn’t overly worried about them, but I didn’t know this poison and wasn’t going to take chances. I wanted them together, just in case.

“What do you mean you’ve been atta- oh,” Lexi said as she came through a Portal.

“The butler might have been hurt as well. Find him, please.”

“Sure,” she said, subdued, as she darted through the door into the rest of the house.

I would have preferred to start Manas’ interrogation immediately, but I had some injuries of my own to take care of. A ragged hole in the heart was not something to screw around with, even if two feet of increasingly necrotic gut was (and it wasn’t, for the record).

The heart, at least, was easily fixed, requiring only a Flesh Magic lattice and time. The gut, however... that was a problem. That was dead, which would mean hours of work. I’d call Palmyra once the situation was a bit more stabilised. She could fix it in a fraction of the time I could.

“Found him,” Lexi said, dragging the poor man in behind her. He was unconscious, bleeding from some nasty wounds to the face and neck.

He was only just alive.

I dropped what I was doing and ran to him. Lexi had put a pretty fair Triage Spell on him, which had likely saved his life. I nodded my appreciation and got to work closing his wounds. Thankfully, while they were deep, they weren’t especially complicated. Cuts, chipped bones; one orbital fracture.

I was done in half an hour, in time for Cassandra to start stirring.

I was next to her when her eyes fluttered open.

She sighed.

“You look terrible,” she said.

“You aren’t exactly the belle of the ball yourself at the moment, Cassie,” I replied with a smile.

“I’d hit you, but I think something would pop out of my skull if I tried,” she said with a groan, rubbing at her head.

I cast Flesh Sight—a version of Mage Sight that allowed the caster to see inside a body—and took another look at her to be safe.

“Just exhaustion,” I confirmed. “Rest, eat something, and you’ll be fine.”

“What happened?”

I explained.

Her eyes closed.

“Damn,” she whispered.

She started trying to get up.

“Easy,” I said, pressing her back down. “There’s nothing you can do right this second. Just lie there for once, will you?”

“Okay, but only because you’re making me. I feel perfectly fine,” she said airily, though she was clearly having trouble keeping her eyes open.

I chuckled (quietly. She’d be back on her feet eventually and she’d remember if I laughed at her) and pulled my phone out.

“Magic fingers, how may I poke you?” Palmyra said as she answered, making me bark out a laugh.

“Hi Lucille, do you have a minute?” I asked, trying to sound casual. I didn’t want her to worry.

“Sure, who’s dead this time?”

“Well... I seem to have gotten myself ever so slightly poisoned, and I was hop-“

“WHAT?!”

So much for not worrying her.

“Where are you?!”

“Hellstrom’s place.”

She was through a Portal before I’d even finished saying it, covered in shields and neutralisation constructs, some of which I’d never even seen before. I had no doubt that she could have walked through a fallout zone without getting so much as a tingle.

“What happened?” she asked, darting to my side, several different kinds of Magical Sight active as she looked me over. Her eyes paused at my belly and she winced.

I explained what had happened while she went to work on my injuries. Cassandra perked up long enough to listen, no doubt noting the details I’d left out of the story I’d told her for later punishment.

Palmyra cursed as she worked.

“Inquisition’s Venom,” she said after she’d finished listening and examining the remaining traces in our systems. “The active ingredient interacts with the Well. The best way to describe it would be hardening it. Stops a Magician from drawing on her powers while the poison itself neutralises the body’s chemical energy. Your Affinities weakened the cellular draining component, but they should have stopped it completely. Not a good sign.”

“Lovely sugar-coating, Lucille,” I said dryly.

But no, it wasn’t a good sign. My Magic was starting to break down completely.

And my last chance had just gone up in smoke... while trying to rob me!

“How long will this effect last?” I asked.

“At the doses you four got... months. Three to six, depending on the strength of your Wells.”

Six months? With a reduced Magic regeneration rate and my two best Wardens down for the count?

Oh, when I woke Manas up...

“Ow, ow, ow, ow!” Hellstrom squealed as she came back to the land of the living. “Oh what did I drink last ni-“ she started before laying eyes on the scene. “Oh. Never mind.”

Another explanation, during which she’d almost panicked about her butler, only stopping after I woke the poor fellow up earlier than I should. When I was finished, Hellstrom’s eyes turned towards the fallen Manas. “I’m so sorry, Mathew,” she said after a moment when, Magic or not, I was seriously worried about the man catching fire. “If I’d known...”

“Please,” I said waving my hand. “I should be the one apologising. You tried to help me and it’s cost you months without your powers.”

“Why don’t we just call this one a wash and move on?” she suggested.

I nodded and turned towards Manas.

“Now, shall we find out why he did this?” I asked.

“I’ll get the chainsaw,” Cassandra said blearily.

“A little Telepathy will do just fine,” I replied, reaching out for his mind. “And it’ll spare the carpet.”

“Fine, be boring,” Cassandra replied, closing her eyes again.

My probe connected with Manas, sliding into his mindscape without resistance. No unconscious defences? Careless.

Still, I was careful. I went slowly, looking for traps (only had to make that mistake once), but there was nothing.

I went deeper into his memory and started prodding it with key words like my name and Hellstrom’s, looking for a motive. Anything that might explain all of this.

In response, I was almost flooded with information, but it was fragmentary. I tried to focus in on one thing at a time, but parts were... missing. I got the impression of a group; an organisation. The Ouroboros was prominent, the ruby eye flickering like fire, but, again, the information was in pieces. Some of it was whole, like impressions of places, the emotions behind them, but nothing specific like locations, faces or names.

Even his own identity was alien to him.

He knew that Alastor Manas wasn’t his real name, but he didn’t know what his real one was, either.

I tried to tunnel down, to get to the root of the memory, but there was nothing there. Nor was there anything to recover, it was as if the memory hadn’t been wiped as much as excised completely.

I left his mind and explained what I’d seen.

Palmyra scowled as she finished up the last of her work in my guts.

“That’s an old trick you use when you want someone to do a job, but you don’t know if she’s going to get away with it,” Palmyra explained. “The memories can be stored in another medium, even another person, and re-implanted afterwards.”

“Don’t you hate it when the bad guys are clever?” I replied.

Palmyra rolled her eyes. “Yes, actually.”

“That’s really more my thing,” I added.

“Not in my experience,” Cassandra replied sleepily.

“Cassie, seeing as how you can’t beat up on me for the next six months, are you sure snark is really the way to go?”

“Who said I can’t beat up on you? I never needed Magic to beat up on you before!”

“I hoped you wouldn’t remember that.”

She blew a raspberry and Palmyra laughed.

Demise woke up, and the swearing was both creative and savage. It was all we could do between us to keep her from throttling the assassin. She did not enjoy being powerless.

Neither did Cassandra, but she was better at being stoic. Demise simply started complaining and then didn’t stop.

“You’ll be fine,” I said for what must have been the umpteenth time as an SCA investigation team finally arrived to haul a still-slumbering Manas away for a more thorough questioning, which I hoped would involve some sort of sharp, probing instrument; preferably applied to something sensitive.

I’d brought his things back to Hellstrom’s house (minus the poison, and a certain mobile phone that Tethys would loot before we turned it in. We’d actually end up making a moderate profit from what we found in his account, but that was small potatoes in the grand scheme of things, unfortunately) and the agents took them away for evidence.

“I know I’ll be fine, but how does that help me now?” Demise snapped back. “It’s not like you can make us one of those Amulets of yours; you’ve used up every piece of Damascus Stone in the Western hemisphere!”

She had a point, unfortunately. It was now very hard to come by. Even Tethys couldn’t get very much more and she could get anything.

Hellstrom was soon up and about as well, with a little help from Palmyra, who had smoothed everyone’s recovery in her inimitable fashion.

I was the only one still in rough shape. The action of the poison had eventually quietened my roiling Aura a little, which I anticipated would mean a decrease in the severity of the major attacks, but it had also made the cracks in my Well a little bigger, increasing the amount of energy mixing with my Aura overall.  My temperature was increasing, and my cells were under stress again, like in the early days, just after my battle with Myrddin.

It was just one thing after another, each new misfortune chipping away a little more of me.

Palmyra put her hand on my shoulder and the excessive heat vanished. I sighed in relief.

“Van mentioned a thing you were working on to manage your symptoms?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Finish it,” she said firmly, though her voice was shaking a little. “Now.”

“No need to tell me twice.”

She pulled me a little further away from Cassandra and Demise, who were talking with Lexi; a chat that was becoming heated.

“Matty... I think you lost another chunk of time, here,” she whispered.

“I figured. Not much, though; I regained some ground with the Well-suppression effect. I figure I lost a couple of weeks.”

“A month. At least.”

I sighed. Figures.

“Well, I’d better get back to work, then,” I said brightly.

She clenched her fists and fell on me, hugging me tight.

“You need me, for anything, you call, alright?”

“You know I will,” I said, gesturing at the room.

She smiled and Portalled herself away.

I turned back to Hellstrom.

“Really sorry about all this,” I said.

“I’m not giving up,” she replied. “I’ll find you that Magician if it’s the last thing I do!”

“I believe it.”

I offered her my hand and she shook it, perhaps a little hard.

I interrupted my Wardens’ conversation and got Lexi to open a Portal back home for us.

Tethys was waiting in the front hall and looked visibly crushed as we came in. I went over to hug her.

“These things happen,” I said as cheerfully as I could. “There were always going to be teething problems.”

She managed a small smile.

“I got our money back at least, and I sent the phone to the SCA by courier. He had quite the current account did our assassin. Had.”

I grinned.

“Okay, next steps,” I said. “First, Cassie, Demise... you know what I’m going to say.”

Both scowled, but nodded. I said it anyway so that there could be no misunderstandings (accidental or deliberate). “No leaving the house without an escort. No leaving the house without a Spelleater. No leaving the house without a ranged weapon.”

“Oh come on, Matty...” Demise started to argue.

“So sorry, which rule was a step too far in the current climate?” I asked as reasonably as I could.

“Rule?” Demise asked with a scowl. “We are not children!”

“Rule,” I replied firmly. “You are too used to being top of the food chain. Your reactions and your responses are hardwired into a system of fighting and acting that you simply don’t have access to at the moment. With a Spelleater, a guard and a firearm, you have a chance. At the moment, with even one of those missing, you’re screwed. Am I wrong?”

“I’m still a Demigoddess,” Cassandra pointed out.

“Yes, but you are also one lacking access to the Magic that made you able to dodge lightning and bullets, to say nothing of the additional senses that let you feel those things coming in time to do said dodging.”

Cassandra sighed and dropped onto a nearby bench.

“It’s a sad day when Graves is the sensible one,” she said, rubbing her eyes.

“You’re going along with this?!” Demise snapped.

“Dee... he’s right. We are currently perfect targets if the Son is what we’re afraid he is. And let’s not forget the recent assassination attempt that created this mess in the first place, shall we? We still don’t know who ordered it, why or how they’ll try again.”

“And who’s going to watch Graves’ back?! Blind Pew over there?!” she retorted, jerking a thumb in Lexi’s direction.

“Hey!” Lexi barked. “I was ordered to watch the perimeter and nobody got through the perimeter! What were you watching again?”

Demise glowered at Lexi. She even took as step towards her. Normally, I’d give any confrontation to the Death Mage, but at the moment, Lexi would wipe the floor with her.

“It was nobody’s fault,” I said firmly. “But if you must blame someone, blame me. I’m the one who was desperate enough to let good sense lapse. At any rate, this is only a temporary arrangement, just until you two are back to fighting strength. Three to six months, that’s what Lucille said.”

Cassandra and Demise grumbled, the latter still glaring at Lexi, but not taking it any further.

“Now, are you two going to stay safe or do I have to do something ridiculous like glue someone to you?” I asked.

“We’ll do it, Mathew,” Cassandra said, patting Demise’s shoulder. “Just this one time, you’re right.”

I smiled tiredly. “Thanks. Now, I need to get to my lab. Unless we have an apocalypse, please don’t disturb. I’ll be doing some fiddly work.”

Work that might rip a hole in the fabric of space-time if I got my elbow jogged, though I wasn’t going to tell them that.




Chapter 10



Never let it be said that the Universe doesn’t have a sense of humour.

A sick sense of humour, but a sense of humour none the less.

Remember when I said apocalypse?

I had just, and I do mean just finished making what I was calling the Suppression Cuff (because I wasn’t wearing anything called a bracelet) when the light over my door started blinking. Rapidly.

I was, at that point, sprawled on my back, utterly exhausted from four days of almost constant work, only kept awake by an awful combination of Stimulant Spells. Letting those lapse had put me on my arse, and it was only the almost strobe-like intensity of the light that dragged me from the grip of Morpheus.

I hauled myself up and headed for the door. I checked on the Cuff as I passed. It was in the sink, where a tiny Portal was dropping a steady stream of water into another Portal, this one attached to the Cuff.

I was actually quite proud of my work. Even Kron hadn’t had too much to say on the actual Enchantments I’d come up with. The way it worked was to establish and store a baseline of just how the atoms in my body were supposed to vibrate, then to remove the excess vibrational energy to keep them that way. In essence, it took a vastly complex problem involving my Soul, Well, mind, biochemistry, physiology and at least three different kinds of physics and reduced it down to a matter of kinetics.

But where, I hear you ask, did all that spare energy go? Surely a moderately creative Magician such as myself wouldn’t waste it?

Fine question, and of course not!

That was what the water was for.

You see, built into the Suppression Cuff was my first attempt at Void Magic. It was a subject I’d started to learn at University. I hadn’t got very far, but I’d picked up just enough to be dangerous... and produce a pocket dimension large enough for a little over fifteen thousand litres of water. Creating it was what had taken up so much of my time. There may or may not have been a couple of minor screw-ups that had required some rather rapid Portal work before they could blow up in my face.

Anyway, water was a spectacular energy sink, so all that spare vibrational energy now had somewhere to go, where it could be stored as thermal energy. The pocket dimension was perfectly insulated, which meant no energy leakage, so it would stay there quite happily until I needed it. There was probably an application for steam turbines there, but one thing at a time.

The Cuff itself was metal and black, large enough to cover my wrist and otherwise unadorned. It didn’t look like much, but that was the idea. It had the same diverting Enchantments as my Amulet, so nobody would give it a second glace. I didn’t want an obvious weakness out there for anyone to see (and target).

The ‘pocket’ was about two-thirds full of water (which I was pinching from Russia again. Lake Biakal had plenty to spare, though); it would be ready in another few minutes.

I opened the door to see Hopkins. She looked frazzled; twitchy and tired.

“We have a problem,” she said.

“Come in,” I said, moving out of her way. “What can I do?”

Because apparently sleep was off the table...

“You can come with me to Grande Comore.”

I frowned. I knew that name from a dimly-remembered geography class.

“That’s an island, isn’t it? East of Africa? Good grief why?”

“The Hunger.”

I froze half way to a chair.

“Which kind?” I asked, dread filling me up.

“Flesh,” she said.

I let out a breath.

“Thank God for small mercies,” I whispered, bypassing the chair and heading for my equipment locker.

“You’ll say something different when you see what’s going on out there,” she replied with a shudder as I pulled various bits of Enchanted gear from the locker and strapped them to my person. “It passed the sentience threshold some time ago and its Hosts are now moving with purpose.”

“You’re kidding?!”

She shook her head. “It’s now smart enough to take control of them directly. They aren’t much more dangerous than Reanimates at this point, but they’re getting better coordinated as the organism reproduces.”

I shuddered too.

The two kinds of Hunger worked rather differently. The Black Magic version seemed to infest and coordinate its Hosts in a looser way, leave them largely intact in terms of intelligence, individuality and powers, but still having them work together. It reproduced through fluids: bites, scratches and the like. It needed to get a hold of you, in other words.

The Flesh one was more like a hive mind, each individual parasite linked to and building on one another to form a greater and greater whole, like a brain that could split its cells apart and still function. The real danger of the Flesh version was in the Magic that allowed it to direct itself towards new Hosts. It infested people far easier and spread much faster than the Black kind could.

In its early stages, the Flesh Hunger seemed to be like any other disease, debilitating its Hosts and using them as fuel to breed and grow more numerous. We had always worried what would happen if there were enough of them linked together to create a network comparable to the human brain, which had apparently happened here. With its now considerable numbers, it seemed that it was capable of taking control of its hosts and directing them towards others. The idea was horrific. What would happen if it got even smarter? What could it do then?

I pulled on the Entropic Sleeve, strapped on my Mirror Belt and dumped a smaller version of the Mordred into my pocket along with a satellite phone before picking up my Battle Stave from its stand next to the window.

“How many Hosts?” I asked.

“As much as a fifth of the population.”

“That’s not so bad, right? From what I remember, it’s a rather small island.”

“Three hundred thousand people live there, Matty.”

I choked.

“Sixty thousand Hosts?” I squeaked.

Hopkins nodded.

“How the hell did this happen?!”

“It wasn’t Rerek, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“It wasn’t, but I probably would have gotten there eventually,” I admitted.

“He’s been with Killian this whole time,” she replied, answering my unasked question. “This might have been something the African Council got a hold of.”

“How? We destroyed it. Right?”

“We did our best, Mathew, but Magic can get a lot done and the location of the first outbreak was an open secret.”

“What would you like me to do?” I asked.

“The outbreak is at the south-east of the island. Van and Bart are containing the outbreak along a line to the north. I’ll be helping them while you and Lucille purge the parasite. We’ve recruited other Flesh Sorcerers, but so far we’ve only found two that can actually affect the damned things.”

Hence me. I had a strong enough Affinity for Flesh Magic to make a difference.

I nodded.

“Are you up to this?” she asked, looking me over. I couldn’t have been a pretty sight.

“Of course.”

Ready or not, I stopped filling my Cuff with water and slipped it over my wrist. I sagged, instantly feeling better. I hadn’t realised just how crappy I’d felt until I didn’t anymore, if that makes sense.

I perked up quite a bit right there.

“Just let me tell everyone where I’m going and why they can’t come.”

“That should be fun,” Hopkins said with a smirk.

“Yes,” I replied dryly.

Grande Comore was a vaguely box-shaped, tropical island in the Indian Ocean, north-west of Madagascar. It wasn’t especially big, as islands went, but it was enough to support quite a fair number of people who we did not want getting taken over by a sentient parasite.

Hopkins’ Portal brought us out next to the coast, near a village by the name of Dzahadjou, which I couldn’t even begin to pronounce, much less spell properly (I had to look it up).

The air crackled with Magic, drawing my attention to the truly massive Fortress Shield that covered the south-east part of the island. Mage Sight showed me that it was actually a modified version of my Trap Shield, designed to keep things in rather than out.

There was a barricade in front of us and a mass of white tents behind, the red cross displayed prominently on the latter. Magicians were everywhere, moving between the tents or maintaining a perimeter. Beyond the tents was the village. The buildings were squat and aging, of wood, brick or clay, the paint flaking. The road was of dirt and not especially even. Logistics would be a nightmare without Portals, but that actually worked for us, as it slowed the spread of the Hunger.

“What is he doing here?!” snarled an all too familiar voice.

“Mister Yoruba, Lord Mathew is a Primal and the first Magician to deal with the Hunger in five thousand years,” Hopkins replied, scowling as she turned. “We aren’t in a position to cast away qualified help.”

I turned towards the man. He’d appeared from inside one of the larger tents. Igwebuike Yoruba was one of the African Triumvirate; a triad of Magicians in charge of the African Council of the Mystic Art. They were supposed to be equal, but human nature is what it is, so he was in charge. He was short and stocky with coal-black skin, a shaved head and impressively bushy eyebrows. He wore an immaculate suit and an expression of deep loathing.

This was the idiot who went looking for the Black Pyramid in the first place. If anyone was responsible for this mess, it was likely him.

“He is not welcome here,” Yoruba spat... before he actually spat, right at my feet.

“Tell me, Mister Yoruba, have you ever been to New Zealand?” I said with narrowed eyes. I hated the spitters...

“Matty, don’t you dare,” Hopkins hissed, flapping a hand at me.

I harrumphed, but subsided, the Portal Spell vanishing from my mind. I don’t know why she was making such a fuss; it would only have been a little dunking.

“Mister Yoruba,” Hopkins continued, “every minute we delay, more people become irrecoverable. Graves can save lives; do you really want me to send him away?”

Yoruba glared, first at her, then at me.

“Keep him away from me,” he snarled.

“Oh no, anything but that. How ever will I recover?” I snapped back. My temper wasn’t the mighty bulwark against my own stupidity that it used to be...

“What did you say to me, filth?” Yoruba growled, the air around him thickening as his anger called forth the water within it.

I waved a finger and it dispersed again, making his eyes go wide.

“I said-”

“Mathew... this isn’t why we’re here,” Hopkins said, not in warning, not in command, but just gently, a reminder; nothing more.

It was enough to make me ashamed.

“Nothing,” I finished. “I said nothing.”

“That’s what I thought,” Yoruba said with a sneer, already forgetting that I could make his own Affinity sit up and dance the rumba... inside his own blood vessels. Idiot.

He turned regally and stomped off, leaving me fuming.

Hopkins sighed and patted my shoulder. “Good man.”

“One of these days...” I muttered, glaring at his back.

“But not today. We have work to do.”

“Sure, ruin all my fun.”

“It’s what I do. And stop sending people to New Zealand, there have been complaints.”

“Aww...”

“No, Matty. You have no idea the problems it causes if they can’t Portal back again. Passports, money, prosecution for entering a country illegally...”

I grinned evilly.

She rolled her eyes and conjured an illusory map of the area. It showed the island with a golden circle indicating the extent of the Trap Shield.

“We’re here,” she said, pointing at a spot on one of the south coasts. A blue circle appeared about a mile from the border of the Shield.

Red marks appeared, moving west and north, outside of the shield.

“These ones escaped before Van put up the Trap,” she explained. “I’ll be funnelling them towards you here. Bart and Lucille are doing the same up here. Van and our two Flesh Mages are here.”

Another two points appeared on the map. The three teams formed an arc between the Trap and the rest of the island.

“You remove the Hunger and the medics behind you will take care of anyone that survives.”

I winced.

“Anyone moving should be fine... right?” I said.

“Maybe. As the Hunger got smarter, it started focussing more on infesting the hosts’ brains. That increases its control of the individual Hosts, which reduces survivability. It’s... bad.”

“Do we have enough Medical Mages?” I asked.

“Just about every one from the African continent is here or backing up Lucille and Van. We even brought a few of our own and more are flooding in from Europe and the Americas. We should be alright.”

“God, whoever is responsible for this needs to be shot, Jen,” I said with a scowl. “What if this had started at the capital, where the damned port is?”

“Yes... rather suspiciously convenient, isn’t it?” she asked with narrowed eyes. “A small island, relatively isolated but with a large population...”

“A test? Limited spread?”

“A distinct possibility. A test of our response and its efficacy. It is, after all, a damn near perfect economic weapon.”

“What do the Pureborn authorities think this is?” I asked. That was the normal, human government. They could be a problem.

“Exactly what it is; a kind of parasite. We didn’t mention the Magical side, but we stuck to the truth as much as possible rather than have to alter memories later.”

Sensible enough, but if this was deliberate... then this could be very bad. I know that this is a bit rich coming from me, but you don’t mess with biological weapons, they had a tendency to blow back on you... literally.

“I’m leaving two of my Wardens with you,” she said, waving two of her men forward from where they’d been watching the road. They were huge, Wizards both, in full, modern tactical armour and sporting assault weapons.

“They’ll watch your back,” she said pointedly, nodding in the vague direction of Yoruba.

“Thanks.”

“Good luck, Matty.”

“You too.”

She smiled, opened a Portal, and vanished.

I introduced myself to the giants, but they weren’t big talkers and went about their business, largely ignoring me. Yoruba hadn’t gone far and was constantly watching me. I chose to ignore him, deliberately turning my back to watch the road.




Chapter 11



It wasn’t more than half an hour before the first of the Hosts came into sight, shambling along the road.

Mostly men, they were dressed simply, in tunics and trousers, a few were in suits, many had bare feet. Their dark skin was ashen and sweating from their bodies’ attempts to fight off the Hunger. In a normal infection, that was an essential part of the body’s immune response, here, it actually helped the parasite, as the high fever caused delirium, making it harder for them to fight off the Hunger’s influence. That bastard who made this thing needed to be dug up, revived and killed all over again, he really did.

Mage Sight showed me that things weren’t as bad as I’d expected. The Hunger was in their brains, but only in their brains. It was also perched almost entirely in the motor cortex and surrounding tissue. As long as the memory centre was left undamaged, then the victim could be saved, and that was the case in most of the first dozen or so Hosts that I saw.

More parasites were swirling around their victims in a loose cloud, keeping close enough to drain the energy needed to keep them mobile; ready to strike out at new prey. The infested were moving at the speed of a moderate walk, though their movements were jerky and halting; like a puppet in the hands of an inexperienced puppeteer, which was rather apt when I thought about it.

I reached for the cloud above their heads and ripped a section of the parasites away, drawing them to me and straight into the Spell I’d assembled for the purpose.

“Medics get ready!” I ordered, not bothering to check if they’d listened.

Then I cast.

The last time I’d dealt with this mess, I’d been much more powerful, but also unprepared; I’d had to wing it. Not this time. I’d had half an hour to perfect my Spellwork, and it was a thing of beauty, though I say so myself.

My Spell sank into the individual parasites I’d gathered, and from them along their link to the others. My Construct followed that link further back, darting from one parasite to another and another and another; a great, ever growing, web of nanometre-thick strands of Magic. Within moments, my Spell reached into every parasite within its range, grabbed on, and slowly drew them out. I’d given some thought to just killing them in situ, but that was a lot of mess for the Hosts’ already taxed bodies to deal with, so I risked doing a little more damage to the tissues extracting them rather than risk them going into toxic shock or a necrotic cascade.

The Hunger actually felt what I was doing. Linked with it as I was, I could sense the terrible intellect that had grown in among all these poor people and those beyond, still inside the Trap Shield. I felt it notice me.

And worse, impossibly, it recognised me.

It knew that I’d destroyed it before, and it hated me for it. Its Hosts charged, their hands contorting into claws as they got as close to a run as they could... which wasn’t very to be honest.

By the time they were half way from where they’d appeared to where I was standing behind the barricade, every last parasite was sitting in a ball over my outstretched palm, and the now former-Hosts were all on the ground, some groaning, most passed out from trauma, sickness or even just exhaustion.

I drew some of the ambient heat into the ball (of which there was no shortage. I did not do the tropics for a damned reason...) and it burst into flames. The Hunger’s mind roared in fury and agony as that part of itself was burned away. You wouldn’t have thought that something like that could feel pain, but apparently that wasn’t the case.

Good.

I moved forward, past the fallen people and into position to wait for the next wave while the Medical Magicians came up behind me and got to work.

“Not bad... for a Flesh Mage,” one of Hopkins’ behemoths said, a bearded smile poking out from under his goggles. He’d said his name was Clarke; last name, I think. He was a Pyrokinetic (Fire Mage), with an unusually high Affinity for a Wizard.

“You’re too kind,” I said with a bow.

“I prefer more in the way of explosives as solutions go.”

“You shock me.”

“I could, if you like,” he said menacingly.

“You could try.”

He laughed and slapped my shoulder hard enough to stagger me. Demigod-hybrid me.

“You’re alright. A bit tiny, but alright.”

I snorted and turned my attention back to the road. More were coming... no, they were pulling back a little.

My satellite phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Mathew, what did you do? Every Host outside of the shield is heading right for you! Our diversions aren’t working anymore,” Kron said.

“Why do you always blame me when things go wrong?” I complained. Clarke sniggered.

“Because, as I’ve just said, they’re heading for you! Are you slow today or something?!”

“I am working on about fifteen minutes sleep from the last four days, but I suppose that’s fair.”

“So?!”

“So what?”

“What did you do?!”

“Oh. I destroyed about fifty people’s worth of Hunger. It seems to be taking the hump.”

“Taking the hump?!”

I explained how I’d felt it recognise me.

“Impossible,” Kron said. “It... impossible!”

“That’s what I thought, and yet, here we are.”

“True. I’m sending you one of my Flesh Mages. I can’t send both in case this is a feint.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

“There are six thousand coming at you, Mathew.”

“When did you say he’d get here?” I squeaked.

Kron snorted and a Portal opened, disgorging a man who looked to be in his early-thirties. He had dark brown hair and darker eyes. There was something familiar about his face, though I couldn’t place it. He was dressed in thick jeans, sturdy boots, plaid, cotton shirt and light jacket. More like a farmer or a lumberjack than a Magician.

“Don’t lose him,” Kron said, waving through the Portal before it snapped shut. She hung up.

“Mathew Graves,” I said as I extended my hand. He looked at it as if it were covered in crap.

“Orpheus Kron,” he growled.

I lowered the hand.

“Ah,” I managed.

Kron’s family didn’t really like me on account of a little incident with one of her younger great-great-(plus quite a few more) grandchildren. Kron had moved past it (and even approved, bearing in mind what that little bastard had been about), but the rest of the family had not been as understanding. Or forgiving.

“When this is over, we shall have words about my great-nephew.”

“Doubt it,” I replied.

His eyes narrowed. Oh, I recognised that look. Definitely a Kron.

He took a step towards me.

“Take your shot, Mr Kron,” I said gently, “but make sure you get the job done properly the first time or, Flesh Mage or not, Kron or not, you’ll wish you had.”

He clenched his fists, letting them open and close before spinning on his heel and stomping away, stopping on the other side of the road.

“You got balls, kid. You couldn’t pay
me enough to piss off a Kron,” Clarke whispered.

“It’s the only way they’ll learn,” I said, which made him laugh again. I pulled my phone out and redialled the woman determined to make my life even more stressful than it was.

“What?” Kron asked brusquely.

“Orpheus? Really?”

“You don’t want Edna. She’s Tyler’s mother.”

“Why are you doing this to me?”

“It’s character-building.”

“No it isn’t. He’s already threatened to give me a talking-to!”

“You probably need one.”

“Van!”

“Oh dear, my signal appears to be going...”

Click.

Someone up there hates me. That’s the only explanation.

I went over to Orpheus, who tried to kill me with a glare. I ignored it.

“Like it or not, we have to work together,” I said. “What Spell were you planning to use?”

He scowled, but turned towards me.

“Pathogenic Clearance. Why, did you not know that one?” he asked acidly.

“In fact, I do. But it puts a lot of strain on the patient’s system, especially with a parasite that latches onto the brain. If you’ll let me, I’ll show you the Spell I just used. You can use it, or not, as you wish.”

His eye twitched, but he was a Kron. They put the needs of others first. It was practically fed to them with their breast milk.

He nodded.

I closed my eyes and extended a Telepathic probe.

“Let me in please?”

I felt another, even deeper, scowl, but he did as I asked.

When the Hunger charged again, we were even more ready. I’d say it was a slaughter, but nobody died. Orpheus and I worked very well together, I have to say, even if he did keep glaring daggers into my back.

They came in a single, massive wave, thousands of them, and moving quite a bit faster than they had before.

The Hunger was learning.

Or it was reproducing faster and simply getting smarter. Either way, not good.

In any event, it wasn’t enough, even if they did get quite a bit closer to me than they did last time. The Hunger’s rage and pain was soon joined by a healthy dose of fear. We had taught it to be wary of us.

Medical Mages had to rush in from the other checkpoints to deal with so many people, which made me worry about whether our resources would be enough to tackle what was under the Trap Shield.

A Portal opened and Kron came through along with Killian, Hopkins and Palmyra.

“Good work,” she said. “Jen and Lucille just finished their sweep, but that should be the last of them outside the Trap.”

That was good at least.

“So, only... oh, nine times what we’ve already done left to go, then,” I commented, earning me a titter.

“And that bit, I can do,” Lucille said with a smile.

That brought me up short.

“Huh?” I managed.

“Archon of Life,” she said with a smirk. “Cleansing that many isn’t an issue, it was getting them in one place and preventing escapes that was the problem. With the threat contained, I don’t need to hold anything back and we can get everyone fixed in one go.”

“So, after all that, we were just here to make sure that madam didn’t get a little sleepy?” I asked.

“Jealous?” Palmyra replied with a grin on her pretty face.

“Yes, actually.”

She laughed.

“What we did wasn’t pointless, by any means,” Kron said. “The kind of Spell Lucille has to cast uses a lot of energy, especially with so large an area to cover. Doing that out this far, or over an even wider area could have diluted the Healing effect and cost lives.”

“Oh. Fair enough, I guess.”

“You guess?” Kron asked.

“I had lunch plans.”

Four sets of rolled eyes. I deserved them. I already missed having Cassandra around. It didn’t say anything good about my personality, but I missed the well-timed swats to prick my ego.

Palmyra linked to her Element. She began to glow and slipped into the air, drifting almost lazily towards the Trap Shield. Her light grew brighter and brighter until she shone like a second sun. Her Magic began to pulse, quicker and quicker as her Spell took shape, her light becoming blinding.

She pointed and a golden beam of energy hit the apex of the Trap Shield’s dome. The construct itself glowed before flashing once more and vanishing, expended; its purpose done.

That had literally taken a minute. Rather hammered home the difference between a Flesh Mage and a Life Mage, let me tell you.

“Is that it? Are we finished?” Orpheus asked his matriarch.

“Sure,” Kron replied absent-mindedly, still staring at the space where Palmyra’s Spell had been.

“Excellent. Graves?” he said.

“Hm?” I replied, turning towards the sound of my name only slowly. Like Kron, I was busy trying to follow what the Spell had done.

The last thing I saw before darkness was a meaty fist coming right at my face.




Chapter 12



Well, I did warn him to do the job right. That might be the first time a Kron actually listened to me. Just my luck.

I woke up with a blinding headache and an itchy gum where Palmyra had just finished re-growing three of my teeth. My nose and left eye-socket were also itchy in much the same way.

Damn, but Krons could throw a punch.

“Happy now?” I asked the progenitor as she loomed over me.

“I’m not miserable,” Kron replied with a smirk.

I was still outside that damned village, only now I was filthy on account of having landed in the mud next to a dirt road.

“You know, it’s true what they say: no good deed goes unpunished,” I said, groaning as I sat up, which made the headache considerably worse.

“It took you this long to realise that?” Killian asked, also grinning.

“Shut up, Bart.”

“He punched you right out of your shoes,” he added with a snigger, pointing to one of my trainers, which was still where I’d been standing.

I connected my Magic to my Will and moved it over to me, slipping it back onto my foot.

“I’m sure he feels terrible,” Kron said as she helped me to my feet.

“Now Van, that was a fib,” I replied, which made Palmyra fall over in a fit of giggles.

I nudged her with my foot.

“You are not helping.”

“I fixed your face. This is me-time.”

I groaned. “Can I go home, now?” I asked as reasonably as I could. “Or is there some other relative waiting to belt me?”

“Edna’s still nearby,” Kron said.

I glared, she smiled wider.

“You’re fine, Mathew,” Kron said, patting my shoulder. “Now, you should know that we’re looking into how the Hunger came to be here-”

At this, her eyes flitted to Yoruba, but they didn’t linger.

“-but there’s nothing more we can do at the moment. Certainly we haven’t found any evidence of anything as yet.”

“Mind if I ask... why didn’t you bring him?” I said. They knew who I meant.

“Not ready,” Killian said.

“You or him?” I replied.

Killian rolled his eyes. “Both. Besides, it’s not like we actually trust the monster. He’s really more of a ‘point at the thing you want dead’ kind of asset. We leave the touchy-feely crap to... others,” he said, giving me a sickly smile.

“And with that ego-boost, I’m going home,” I said, Conjuring a Portal.

“We’ll be along in a day or so, Matty,” Kron said. “We need to talk about something important.”

“Oh thanks, now I’m going to be worried about what the hell that means! Couldn’t you have just said you were coming for a visit?”

Kron rolled her eyes and shoved me through my Portal... on the other side of which I promptly tripped over a rug and fell flat on my face.

“Sorry!” she shouted as the Portal closed.

“Somehow, I doubt that!”

I actually got two days of peace and quiet. I finished filling my Cuff with water, I completed the Lancelot (the name of which certain people—who will remain nameless until the day of my terrible revenge—were still making fun of) and started work on a second. I even got to enjoy the late May sunshine in the garden with Tethys.

I walked the dog, I puttered around with my (formerly Faust’s) collection of Enchanted bits and largely did everything I could to distract myself from my problems and fears.

Cassandra and Demise were adapting to their circumstances... by making life miserable for everyone else. They were beating the crap out of the Wardens and each other in the name of training, and nobody was happy about it. Especially not Lexi, who was bearing the brunt of it. She didn’t seem to blame herself overmuch for the cock-up at Hellstrom’s house, but I think that only made Cassandra and Demise even crosser. I didn’t see what she could have done differently, but I wasn’t a bodyguard and thus was loathe to stick my nose in.

When the Archons arrived, they did so with no fanfare and no warning, simply appearing in my library... while Tethys and I were enjoying one another’s company, if you catch my drift.

As you might imagine, the screaming that ensued from both parties rather killed the mood.

“Well, it’s your own fault,” Kron complained later, once Tethys had been peeled off the ceiling and Palmyra had stopped her (impressively-accurate) impression of a hyena. “Who does that in a library?”

I gave her a very level glare.

“Don’t give me that look. I’m the aggrieved party, here. I’ve seen things,” Kron continued with a shiver.

“I would point out, Vanessa-dear,” I replied in as even a tone as I could manage, “that the door was locked. Heavily. There was a bar on it.”

“How were we supposed to know that was there?”

“By Portalling to one of the areas of the house where people might not be doing private things, perhaps?”

“Quite right, quite right... so a place like a library of some sort?” Kron asked innocently.

My headache was coming back...

“So, what can I do for you?” I asked before my skull cap could just pop off and start bouncing around the room.

“Two important issues. First, your security,” she said.

“I’ll get Cassie,” I said, pulling out my phone and sending a text. “But what, specifically?”

“The fact that you have none,” Killian said, cutting straight to the heart of the issue. Suddenly I was glad Cassandra wasn’t in the room.

“Not true. I have thirteen Wardens on the property. Eleven of whom are Magically-active.”

“On paper, yes,” Kron replied. “But you only had two heavy-hitters and now... you have none.”

“Lexi’s no slouch.”

“She’s also not especially competent,” Palmyra replied. “She should have been monitoring the principal, which is you, by the way, while she was watching the perimeter. She should have seen what was happening and taken steps. She did neither.”

“She’d just have been poisoned herself.”

“Would you have been, in her position?” Kron countered.

“No, but I’m paranoid.”

“And that is the problem. Bodyguards should be paranoid. They should view everything with suspicion and expect things to go cataclysmically wrong. Lexi isn’t a bodyguard; she was trained as an operative. She needs to be taught or replaced.”

The way Lexi kept nosing around Tethys when we were trying to be alone made me lean in one particular direction. That was why there’d been a bloody bar on the door in the first place. But I wasn’t that petty.

Well, I was, but not when it could be detected and used against me.

There was a knock on the door and Cassandra came in.

“You rang?” she said dryly.

“I said please!”

She rolled her eyes and sat next to me on the sofa.

“What’s this about?” she asked.

“We’d like to supplement your force until you and Demise are back in fighting trim,” Killian replied, being rather more tactful than I’d thought he would be.

“Thank God, I’ve been trying, but you wouldn’t believe the trouble I’ve had finding someone willing to guard the apocalypse-magnet,” she said, gesturing at me.

“Hey!”

“Well, you are,” Cassandra explained while Hopkins tried not to choke.

“Any progress at all?” Killian asked, ignoring the laughter.

“No Magicians. We have an in with a Security Contractor,” that was Kandi’s company. They’d do in a pinch, but they worked with Spelleaters. Not ideal, “but that would work against us with Mathew ‘s reliance on Magic. They would be a last resort.”

“Well, we have a couple of names for you, pending your approval, of course,” Killian said, talking to Cassandra, by the way, not to me. Shows the pecking order in my house...

“At this point, if it can be trusted, sling a Spell and hold a gun, it’ll do,” she said with a sigh.

“They can do those, at least,” Killian said.

“We asked for volunteers... but nobody did, so we tried bribery,” Hopkins said evilly. “That didn’t work, either, so...”

“Oh, this is turning out to be a lovely day,” I said with a sigh.

Hopkins threw a cushion at me and it hit me square in the chops.

“Do you remember Clarke?”

“It was two days ago,” I replied after spitting out a feather.

“I don’t like to presume,” she said airily.

I threw the cushion back. She caught it; can’t win.

“Anyway, somehow, you impressed him and he’s willing to watch your back until Cassandra and Demise can resume their duties.”

“Matty?” Cassandra said, looking at me.

“Fine with me. The fellow’s so huge that if push comes to shove I can just hide behind him. Along with the car we came in.”

Hopkins snorted and nodded to Kron.

She smiled. Oh, I knew that smile...

“No,” I said immediately.

“What?! I didn’t even say anything yet!”

“And yet, no.”

“Now look...”

“You’re planning on dumping the face-puncher on me, I can feel it in my still-knitting orbital bone,” I replied. “Tell me I’m wrong?”

“Must you ruin everything?” Kron said with a pout.

“Yes. And still no.”

“Mathew, you need a dedicated healer around here, especially with your condition being what it is and subject to... deterioration,” she said seriously. “Orpheus is the very best Medical Mage in the world who’s not an Archon or a Primal. He has forgotten more about treating injuries than many will ever know and his Affinity with Flesh is second only to yours and Lucille’s. He is the best person for the job.”

“And it’ll make you laugh.”

“That too.”

“We’ll take him,” Cassandra said, giving me a sidelong look that sent shivers down my spine, “I think he and I will get along famously.”

“Et tu, Cassandra?” I asked.

“Then fall Caesar, baby,” she replied, finishing the quotation with a truly sadistic gleam in her eye.

“Baby? Really?” I asked, making her go bright red.

Kron was grinning in a truly offensive fashion throughout all this, by the way. I swear, most of what that woman did was in the cause of her own amusement. I don’t suppose you can really blame her; after two thousand years, pickings must have been getting slim. At least, when her nonsense wasn’t being directed at me. Then, I could blame her.

“Van, you realise that I’m not exactly built for stress at the moment,” I said, trying a last ditch attempt to save my peace and quiet (such as it bloody was).

“He’s already been told that there will be absolutely no punching you in the face.”

“Shame,” Cassandra said.

I zapped her with a tiny bolt of electricity and she jumped three feet into the air. She landed and elbowed me hard enough to shove all the air out of my lungs.

“And he understands that he is to keep me alive?” I said when I’d recovered. “There’s no chance of his being slow at just the wrong moment?”

“He’s a Kron,” Kron said simply.

“That didn’t stop him from punching me in the first place.”

“If you’ll recall, I did much the same thing, once upon a time, and now I can almost tolerate you for short bursts of time.”

“That’s it, I’m moving into the forest and I’m not leaving a forwarding address.”

“Glad that’s sorted. Now, the second issue,” Kron said.

“Oh, God, what could follow that?”

“There have been rumblings in the Conclaves.”

“Oh no. Not again; every time I go anywhere near one of those places someone tries to kill me, imprison me, duel me,” this last with a glare at Killian, who had been one of the aforementioned duellists, “or frame me for something. No thanks... please?”

Kron chuckled.

“Relax, we just want you in the crowd at the Stonebridge Conclave when we introduce Rerek to them. With you there, there’s a chance nobody has a fit when we explain... everything.”

“Why would my being there stop trouble? It never has before!”

Cassandra elbowed me again, though more gently this time, thankfully. She’d nearly cracked something a minute ago.

“You are a stabilising figure to the British Conclave,” Killian explained. “You represent the ultimate deterrent, what with everyone who’s ever annoyed you ending up either in prison, the grave or the loony-bin.”

“That is a terrible characterisation,” I replied with a frown.

“But is it an inaccurate one?” Kron replied.

“Yes. Desmond is still walking around.”

“Is he, though? If anything, he’s a prisoner in his own skin.”

“Yes, that’ll reassure the Conclave.”

“Look, all you have to do is turn up, sit there looking stoic, and if anyone asks what they should do, restrain yourself from saying “get him”, is that so hard?!”

“Oh, fine. But I’m not endorsing him.”

“Nobody would expect you to. Just try not to be too honest about what you think about him, that’s all.”

Cassandra was looking distinctly nervous. “Um... Ladies, Lord... this seems a little... unwise.”

“Thanks, Cassie, very supportive.”

“Don’t blame me. When was the last time you had an unexpressed thought?”

“I’m having one now,” I said, giving her a glare.

“Pervert,” she replied, covering her chest.

“Hey! Why did your brain go right to that?!”

“Do you want the list again?”

“Seriously, Cassie, right into the woods. And I won’t tell you where I’m going!”

“It’s the Grotto, Matty, that’s the only part of the woods you can tolerate,” Cassandra said.

I didn’t have a reply to that, so I just glared. She stuck her tongue out at me, taking the round.

“Anyway, Orpheus and Clarke are in your front hall, the meeting of the Conclave is tomorrow, we’ll see you then.”

“Wait, I didn’t actually agree to any-“

Already gone.

“-of this.”

I sighed, then made a highly frustrated sound. Cassandra patted my shoulder.

“Oh no, you made it worse!”

She kissed my cheek very gently, which took the wind out of my sails.

“Stupid Primal,” she said fondly before getting up to go meet with her new Wardens.

My mouth opened and closed a few times more before I made another unhappy sound and flopped over on the sofa.




Chapter 13



I want it on the record that I was only going to this stupid Conclave meeting under protest.

In practical terms, that made exactly no difference, but I still want it noted.

In spite of my reluctance, I did my best to make myself presentable. I dressed in a suit, muted tie and polished shoes before pulling my robes and hood over the top. When I was an Archon, the latter had been white, but it was now the imperial-purple of a Sorcerer. There wasn’t a Primal colour as far as I knew and I wasn’t pretentious enough to ask.

The Conclave Building had been located deep in Stonebridge’s Old Quarter, not too far from Clarion Hall, actually. Alas, someone of indeterminate identity had accidentally knocked it down, and they’d been forced to move to a theatre for a while, at least until they got the tenants out of the Old Conclave Building. Which they just had.

Naturally, nobody had thought to inform me of this. So, when I showed up to the theatre by Portal, I emerged into what had evidently been a ladies’ changing room before the Conclave had started using it as a reception room.

I was greeted by considerably less screaming and thrown objects than I might have expected in such a situation. I soon found out that this was because I wasn’t the first to have made the mistake. The fact that I was wearing formal regalia probably helped. Not too many perverts tended to show up in robes and a hood.

I apologised profusely, promised to send someone around with a Portal Jammer, and made a swift exit, all the while trying to prevent Lexi from ogling the ladies, Clarke from holding his hands over his eyes to stop himself ogling the ladies and Orpheus from laughing his arse off at the complete chaos.

So, as you might understand, when I eventually emerged into the park across from the correct building, I was not in a good state for politics. It only got worse from there.

The Old Conclave Building was called Wessex House, but it really looked more like a church. It was long and thin with two wings at the north-west end, giving it a ‘T-shape’. It was built in the eleven-hundreds in an imposing, gothic style; all spires, flying buttresses, gargoyles, pinnacles and pointed arches. It was Enchanted against grime and wear (also sieges, but that had never been tested, thankfully) leaving it as pale and pristine as it was when it was first built.

The stem was almost completely taken up by what was called the Speaker’s Chamber; that was the Conclave’s meeting space. The rest, the top part of the ‘T’, was almost a separate building, called the Nave, which was where the Conclave kept all their administrators and the business of government, though that was back when the bureaucracy was considerably smaller, hence the move. It was now rather cramped in there, to say the least, forcing various departments to take over the building’s subterranean Duelling Chamber (yes, it had one of those, too) for additional office space.

The park we arrived in was just outside the top of the Nave. The facade was actually rather amazing: five tall towers with gables in-between arcades and arches filled with rose windows. At the bottom were four pointed arches filled with tracery (thin stone frames; had to look that one up, too) where four pairs of heavy doors stood open, one for each set of arches.

Each doorway had a pair of security guards on it, all wearing the government-issue grey suit I’d become so familiar with over the years. They glowered as we approached.

“Did the scowl come with the suit?” I asked, meeting the eyes of the biggest one.

“Let me guess; Graves?” he asked dryly.

“How did you know?”

“Description said smug, staff, mismatched eyes, arsehole,” he replied. “Also you knocked down the Conclave Building; we know who you are.”

“Thanks very much your grace,” I said, leaning around the man to glare at the politician who was lurking inside the door, thinking that I hadn’t noticed.

“Give it a minute, there’s more. Ask what he meant by smug, go on...”

“No.”

“Fine. Ruin my fun.”

“You realise I’m here to help prop up your government, right?”

At this, she came around the corner and the smile I’d heard in her voice had vanished.

“No point, the government isn’t here,” she replied, waving me in past the now-grinning guards.

“Sorry?”

“There’s a boycott. For some strange reason, many Councillors aren’t too keen on legitimising a man most well known for destroying Humanity’s first stab at complex civilisation.”

Sensible of them, really...

“But now that you’re here, I should be able to get a slightly better turnout,” she said as she pulled a phone from her pocket and started texting.

“I told you I’d be coming yesterday,” I replied.

A point at which she could have told me about the move, but hadn’t...

“Yes, but you’re fickle. If I’d told them you’d be here and you didn’t show, there might have been a panic. At the very least, I’d have looked like an idiot, and losing my powers in my own house to someone I invited in without proper security checks has already put a couple of ticks in that column,” she said as she led us up a flight of stairs and into a large office on one of the upper floors of the Nave, just above the bottom end of the Speaker’s Chamber.

I must say, I was impressed by the place. Everything I’d seen in that building had a grandeur to it. All the ceilings were high and arched, the walls either covered in frescoes, murals or intricately-carved wooden panels. The Primus’ office was no exception. The carpet was thick and green, matching the lustrous leather on the overstuffed chairs with their gleaming, brass studs. A dark, polished desk, which looked big enough for four, sat in front of a circular rose window that overlooked the roof of the Chamber and its many skylights.

“Still sorry about that,” I replied.

“Hardly your fault. I should have had the man vetted more carefully.”

I chuffed out a breath and reached into my satchel for a small, wrapped bundle. I placed it on the table in front of her.

She lifted an eyebrow.

“More gifts? What will people say?”

“Nothing, I hope. It would be best if nobody knew.”

The eyebrow went higher and she opened the package to reveal a small crystal alongside a plain-looking signet ring with Hellstrom’s family crest on the face.

“The latest version of my Houdini,” I said. “You wear the ring and you put the crystal somewhere safe. The ring links to your Aura and if it senses foreign energy or lethal physical attack, it Teleports you to the location of the crystal.”

“Thank you,” she said sincerely. “That’s very thoughtful. This must have cost a fortune.”

“Not really. I made it.”

She froze.

“You made this?”

“I made the Repulsor, lest we forget.”

“I try to. It’s a lot harder to think of you as an idiot.”

“You remain, as ever, such a charmer, your grace.”

She snorted, slipped the ring on her finger and stuck the crystal in a drawer of her desk.

Her phone started to ding and she scrolled through the messages. She smiled.

“Damn, your name has some weight these days! We got about a third of our Councillors back.”

“If only they knew the truth,” I said with a smile.

“They do.”

“They do?”

She nodded. “You can’t really keep that kind of thing a secret around here. Too many people can cast Mage Sight and the state of your Soul isn’t exactly subtle.”

“Fair enough. And they’re still coming?”

“It’s like I said once before: it doesn’t pay to bet against Mathew Graves. We’ve seen you down in the past; you always come back and nobody’s taking the chance anymore.”

“And after only eight or nine painful lessons.”

“Yes,” she said with a wince.

The Speaker’s Chamber was a work of art, two levels stretching from one end of the stem to the other, with an upper gallery that jutted half way over the seating below. Brass gleamed, red leather shone and gilt dazzled. It was more akin to a royal audience chamber than a parliament.

The five Seats of the Archons were at the south end of the room, the furthest from the Nave. They were perched on a wide dais, behind a bench, like the judges in the supreme court. I’d always thought that the Seats in the new building were missing something to lean on.

“I’ll make a note,” Hellstrom said dryly when I mentioned it to her.

We were sitting on the right, near the middle; the traditional spot for the Primus inter Pares and her party. Quite like the Parliament in Westminster, actually. In fact, the whole Chamber was rather like the House of Commons before the Germans blew it up in the Second World War. I wondered who’d pinched the idea from whom.

“For the new building, I mean,” I clarified.

She gave me the eyebrow again.

“Intending to use one of those Seats, are you?”

That made me pause.

“Huh. I suppose I am. If I live long enough.”

“That surprises you?”

“Frankly, I’d always been on the fence. I hadn’t wanted to be an Archon in the first place. I’d never thought of myself as a person who should have that sort of power.”

“And now?”

“Better me than him.”

“Amen.”

I chuckled and settled in to wait. I nodded or smiled at the people I knew or liked. Not that there were too many of the latter: some of Hellstrom’s faction; a few others like Councillor Ephraim Glass, the leader of the Crow Faction, and his people. Glass sort-of worked for me. His loyalty had initially been based on the idea that I was going to be the next big thing in Dark Lords. I might have been concerned that he’d switch his allegiance to Rerek, but we’d been through enough that I didn’t worry. Much.

Eventually, the room filled up, and I do mean filled. Every seat was occupied.

Hellstrom smiled. “Seems word got around,” she said. “That’s everyone.”

“That’s good?”

“They could just be here to watch the train wreck, but I don’t think so, I think they’re here because you are.”

“Yay?”

She snorted.

A man at the doors behind the Seats gave Hellstrom a nod and she stood.

“Councillors of Great Britain,” she said, causing the room to go silent, “please stand for the Archons.”

We did so and they filed in; all five of them. Still hated that.

After all that build-up, you’d think that it would be some big thing, but it wasn’t, really. Kron just had everyone sit and then laid out the facts quickly and succinctly. She put neither positive nor negative spin on anything, just let people draw their own conclusions.

Which, bearing in mind the facts, might not have been the best strategy if she was looking to avoid a kerfuffle.

“So, what you’re telling us,” said an older Councillor from the opposition side of the Chamber, “and what you’re expecting us to swallow without complaint, is that the current First Shadow stole the body of the previous First Shadow, who stole the powers of the one that came before him?”

I vaguely recognised him as Dennis Russell, he led one of the smaller factions; the Traditionalists, as I recalled. He wore the standard pseudo-academic robes and the royal-blue hood of a Wizard. There were quite a few badges and awards sewn into the hem of the hood, marking him out as an accomplished scholar. He sported a long, brown beard; carefully trimmed, with eyebrows so bushy he’d had to comb them.

Kron winced. “While I wouldn’t put it quite like that... yes,” she replied.

“I’d like to hear from Graves,” Russell said, glaring at the Seats.

“As you wish,” Kron said, turning towards Desmond-Rerek.

“Not that abomination!” Russell snarled. “The real Graves. Our Graves.”

He turned towards me and muttering filled the Chamber, many heads nodding in agreement.

I had to blink quite a bit at that one. There was also suddenly something in my throat.

I’d never... well, that was a nice feeling.

I looked towards the Seats, where Kron was wiping something out of her eye, her mouth quirked up in a tiny smile that she quickly concealed.

“The Chair recognises the Lord Primal,” she said, retaking her seat.

I stood and nodded to Russell, who returned the gesture.

“Councillors,” I said softly, trusting to the Enchantments in the Chamber to carry my voice where it needed to go, “I can’t say that I like this, for a variety of reasons that are fairly obvious.”

Some chuckling, some dark looks at Rerek.

“I don’t trust the man. How could I? But you didn’t trust me when I first came before you, either. I doubt that if I took a poll, all of you trust me now.”

More chuckles; the mood was lightening a little.

“But Lady Time says we need a First Shadow, and Rerek is the only one we have. And, as much as I’d like to dismiss him as a danger, the consciousness in that body has not committed any crimes that we can prove and his story of what happened in ancient times is as valid as anyone else’s. Especially seeing as how he’s the only witness.

“Should we trust him? That’s up to you. I wouldn’t, but then we don’t need to. The First Circle is watching him, I will be watching him and we aren’t expected to follow his commands, anyway... right?”

This last to Kron, who rolled her eyes and nodded.

“There. So, all we need to do is give him a chance to prove himself, or give him the rope to hang himself; one or the other. Either way, it starts with letting him live his life and not making it harder than it has to be. Speaking from experience, there’s not many things more likely to bring out the worst in someone than presuming that the worst is all they are.”

I bowed briefly and sat down. The muttering had descended into grumbling, but nobody appeared to be in open revolt over it.

There were a few more questions, but they were mostly just clarifications; or curiosity over where they were planning to stick him to start this ‘living’.

“Rome,” Killian answered. “Though that won’t be for some time yet. He is still being acclimatised to the world and how it works, but that is where the new Blackhold is being established. There was some discussion given to returning him to Stonebridge, but the Lord Primal’s original orders regarding the First Shadow have been respected and, aside from official functions or invitations, the First Shadow will not set foot on the British Isles.”

That was good of them. I’d first made that request in reference to Desmond, long before the Rerek mess; they didn’t have to honour it, but I appreciated that they did. Plus, that statement shot my stock up a few points; quite a few, going by the awe-struck looks on many faces.

There were a few more questions after that, but eventually the Archons left and things wound down... at which point the real meeting of the Conclave began, and I was stuck there for another two hours before the recess.

My horror quickly evaporated, though, because this time, it was actually fun. The Conclave only spent about a quarter of its time dealing with government minutia, and those were the times I’d been invited (for obvious reasons); the rest of the time was spent in debate. Sometimes it was over important issues of law, but they could also cover things like philosophy, sports, the role of Magic in everyday life... anything, really.

Magicians loved a good debate; it was our entertainment of choice (and one of the reasons they had cameras and observer’s seats in the Conclave). Hopkins and I met every Wednesday for a Debate night, calamities permitting, and we were usually joined by at least one other Archon, generally Kron these days. Palmyra could only stomach us intermittently and Killian though we were too intense.

I’d never been to one of the open debates at the Conclave before. I’d never felt welcome.

I soon discovered that I’d been missing out, because I loved it!

That day’s topic was on how Magic should be integrated into general education. The Primus got to pick which side the sitting government took in the argument, and off we went.

I had so much fun that I came back after the lunch recess and did it all over again, this time on the ethics of Magical intervention in Pureborn affairs.

By the time I got home, I was relaxed and happy and had made a few new acquaintances. I’d even been invited back, something I’d be taking them up on.

Yes, I realised that I desperately needed a life, but this was the one I had, and that wasn’t going to change for the foreseeable.

Cassandra was in the front hall when Lexi’s Portal opened, waiting for us. She shook her head as she saw me.

“What?” I asked as I stepped through.

“Nothing. Nerd.”

“Hey!”

“She has a point my lord. Your statement on the growing sophistication problem was too wordy,” Clarke said.

“That was not my point,” Cassandra said, rubbing her forehead.

“She’s right, Graves. And you were entirely wrong in reference to the Fairfax Agenda of eighteen-thirteen,“ Orpheus added.

“Oh God, there are three of them,” Cassandra moaned as I turned to give my new Wardens a good talking-to.

“Firstly, I was not wordy, I was descriptive,” I replied. “And the Fairfax Agenda was apropos! It cites seventeen different points on the integration of the Magical and the mundane, fourteen of which have been in use by educators ever since.”

“Ah, but the remaining three points have been so thoroughly debunked as to make the rest of his work suspect,” Orpheus countered.

Cassandra started to bang her head against a convenient wall, Lexi went off to snake Tethys out from under me and I continued to argue.

A good end to what I’d thought was going to be thoroughly crappy day.




Chapter 14



“Matty... you have a visitor,” Cassandra said as she came into my library, her voice dark and brooding.

It was the day after Rerek’s introduction; a Wednesday. I’d been in a good mood; looking forward to Debate Night.

“The way you said that prompts me to ask whether or not they have a writ with them,” I replied, looking up from my notes. I’d been researching ways to get my Wardens some use of their Magic back. No real luck so far, alas. I’d exhausted medical remedies and had been running down the list of materials that could store Magic like a Damascus Stone. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a long list, and what was on it either didn’t work as well, or was so rare that I’d have had better luck looking for rocking-horse manure.

“You wish,” she said with a scowl. “It’s Sutton.”

“Please tell me we know another Sutton,” I said with a sigh, my shoulders slumping.

“Sorry.”

“Did she say what she wanted?”

“Repayment.”

“Of course, and of course now. Wheel her in.”

“I’m not your secretary, you know.”

“Would you trust a secretary to screen my visitors?”

“Shut up.”

She left and I smirked. That was as close to a win as I ever got with Cassandra.

I took a moment to clear any sensitive documents away and hide anything that could be used against me later. I put on a jacket and looked for a tie. I was not going to appear scruffy in front of that woman and give her something else to sneer at.

Namia Sutton was... complicated. In much the same way that Rerek had taken Desmond’s body and merged with him, she, too, was a blended Entity; only her other half was that of an ancient Goddess of Shadows, a being created from mankind’s collective terror of what lay in the dark. Ankiala (the Goddess) had been long dead and buried until Namia (the body’s original owner) had decided, with a little prompting from Ambrosias Myrddin, to raise the Entity and use her as a weapon.

Bad idea.

Gods, of any stripe, don’t like it when you try to take control of them and, dead or not, they tended to have a say. Long story short, she ate Namia’s mind and soul, absorbing her powers and memories into herself but thankfully being stopped before she could funnel the entirety of her unholy power into Namia’s body (which would have created a somewhat larger problem).

Namia hadn’t been fond of me, or of men in general, and had become rather obsessed with my downfall. The Ankiala creature wasn’t a big fan either, on account of my robbing her of her full strength, but hadn’t done anything against me. In fact, she’d been a big help during the Atarakis mess... for which I now owed her a favour. A big one.

Apparently she was now here to collect.

She came through the door to my library like she owned the place, her every gesture and posture exuding confidence.

She had that ‘girl next door’ kind of look, with a heart-shaped face, lovely and soft; with full, red lips and deep, blue eyes that you could get lost in. Her hair was set in golden curls that shimmered in the light. Her figure was full and yet graceful; toned enough to take from neither femininity or strength. She was stunning, in other words, the kind of girl most men would make a terrible fool of themselves over.

Not so much for me, though. Just as she had the first time I’d laid eyes on her, she scared the crap out of me. It was a visceral thing, right down to my reptile hind-brain. Something deep inside of me just said “run!”.

Kron said that this might be the result of some future trauma so terrible that it rippled back and forth through time, warning me away from her, something I was very happy to listen to, incidentally.

She wore a figure-hugging, red sundress that was only just long enough to be considered suitable for polite company. Her once pale skin had been kissed by the Mediterranean sun, which only served to draw the eye to her long legs and bare arms.

Somewhere nearby, Tethys’ nose must have shot upwards.

“You look terrible, Shadow,” she said with a smirk.

I sighed. Out in the corridor, Cassandra sniggered.

I Willed the door shut and gestured for Namia (as she preferred to be called) to take a seat on the far side of my desk. I retook my own while she continued to grin at me.

“What can I do for you?” I asked as reasonably as I could, hoping that this was the kind of repayment that I could just throw money at and call done.

“No ‘hello Namia’, ‘how are you doing, Namia?’,” she said, her smile expanding.

I sighed.

“Hello Namia, how are you doing, Namia?” I said, deadpan. It didn’t seem to work as I’d intended. I’d been hoping that she’d storm off in a huff, never to be seen again...

“Terribly, I’m afraid. I seem to have gotten myself a little bit exiled from Atarakis,” she said, the smirk never leaving her face.

“Dare I ask how?”

“Well, you know how I had a harem?”

“Vaguely.”

She’d mentioned it in passing; I’d thought she was joking.

“Well, it turns out that some men don’t like being six... or was it seven? Let’s say seven-timed. And one or two of them may have discovered the others at a rather inconvenient moment.”

I sighed again.

I could never let her and Tethys meet. The word menace doesn’t even begin to cover what might happen.

“And?” I prodded.

“And they might have slightly crippled each other.”

I groaned.

“And they also happened to be members of some rather prominent families.”

“Of course they were. I’ll make a call.”

I still had some pull with the boss over there, one Zion Trios. Nice fellow, if a little loud.

“No thanks. I’ve got a new place all picked out,” she said; that smile turned truly evil.

“If they aren’t rotten, I’m not evicting someone from their home, Namia,” I said, misunderstanding. Badly.

“Not what I had in mind,” she said, licking her lips in a way that didn’t trigger my fight-or-flight response; I promise.

“Then what did you need me for?” I asked, still not getting it. After all, what she had in mind was quite preposterous.

“I’ll need a suite of rooms, preferably south-facing, attached bathroom, personal valet and at least two maids,” she said, ticking items off on her fingers.

I finally got it.

“Oh, no, no, no,” I said. “I have enough stress in my life. No. God no. Hell no. Pick something else.”

“I don’t want something else. I want security in a place where I know I won’t be harassed or persecuted while I build a new life here in Britain.”

“Why here, though?” I replied, trying desperately to salvage the situation. “Surely Italy...”

The original Namia’s homeland, where Ankiala still had contacts and what passed for friends to a person as nihilistic as the original Namia had been.

“Where they’re putting the new First Shadow? The one with all the Black Magic? No thanks.”

“Paris?”

“Too many French people. They’re handsy.”

“London?”

“No Magical scene to speak of.”

“Washington?” I begged.

“Don’t know anybody there. I need someone who owes me and can be trusted not to lay hands on me without permission. That’s you.”

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to take the cash equivalent?”

“What is the cash equivalent for trust and personal safety?”

“Make me an offer.”

She chortled and leaned back in her chair. It did interesting things to the dress.

“Look, you’re too English to deny a lady anything. Why are we fencing?” she asked.

“Firstly, I am not that much of a sap.”

“Disputed, but go on.”

My eye started to twitch. She noticed.

“Secondly, I am not as capable of offering personal safety as I once was. You out-class me at the moment in terms of simple power.”

“Really? You’d bet on me in a duel?”

“No, but I am vastly arrogant. And I cheat.”

She laughed. It was musical and also terrifying at the same time. My poor blood pressure...

“Works for me,” she said, meeting my eyes.

Oh, I didn’t want this.

But she did rather have a point. My mother raised a gentleman.

And I owed her. Hundreds of lives worth of blood hadn’t ended up on my hands because of what she’d done for me.

Besides which, I had it on Angelic authority that I could trust her, which removed a certain amount of my trepidation. The fact that Clarion Hall was so heavily Warded—and protected by Fairy Magic besides—helped. She’d be in the one place where she couldn’t actually harm me. Friends close, enemies closer sort of thing.

A saying which, incidentally, never made much sense to me, in a non-Magical sense. If you have your enemies closer than your friends, then the latter is much less likely to be able to help when the former stabs you in the back, but I digress.

“When would you like to move in?” I asked after a long, deep sigh.

“Already did, my things are in your front hall.”

“I’ll have them moved to one of the guest rooms.”

“Best move me into one of the ‘family’ rooms. I’ll be here a while.”

“Of course you will.”

She stood, which prompted me to do the same (damn those manners and that stupid moral compass). She offered a hand, which I shook. She took the opportunity to stroke my thumb with hers.

“I’m sure we’ll get along famously,” she purred.

Tethys was the only one who was supposed to be good at that.

And speaking of whom...

I moved to the door and opened it to reveal said Succubus with her ear next to the keyhole... along with Cassandra’s, Demise’s... and Nick’s.

“Them, I can understand, but you, Nick?” I asked, shaking my head.

He had the good grace to look sheepish.

“She made me,” he said, throwing Cassandra under the bus and earning him an elbow for his trouble.

“Miss Sutton will be staying with us for the forseea-“

“A pleasure to meet you,” Tethys said throatily, nearly barging me out of the way. “Tethys Smyth. I’m Mathew’s friend.”

‘Friend’ again. Succubae...

They shook hands.

“Let me show you around,” Tethys said, linking her arm through Namia’s and drawing her towards the lift. “You can pick your own room.”

“And where would yours be?” Namia asked, her voice just as low as my girlfriend’s.

“You’ll see.”

Cassandra and Demise were looking away from me. The latter was actually looking at the ceiling. Both were trying not to laugh. Neither was succeeding.

Nick was the one to ask.

“So, as I understand how things work around here, that couldn’t actually have gone worse for you if somebody had planned it, could it?” he said, grinning all over his unnecessarily handsome face.

“Tell me, Nick, have you ever been to New Zealand?” I asked menacingly.




Chapter 15



“Loathe though I am to use modern terminology; not cool, Matty,” Cassandra complained after she’d forced me to fish Lazaron out of the Tasman Sea.

“He said he likes to travel- ow!”

I rubbed the back of my head and glared at my friend, which didn’t work.

“Just because you’re having relationship trouble, don’t ruin it for the rest of us,” she warned.

“Firstly, if he’s going to leave because I dropped him on another hemisphere, it’s doomed anyway and second... you’re in a relationship?”

She hit me again and dropped onto the sofa next to me.

“I don’t know,” she eventually said.

“Huh?”

She frowned.

“I think he likes me and I think he’s... nice.”

“Nice?”

“You disagree?”

“I’m male. I don’t describe other males in such a way. But he seems a good man... if you can get past the whole beating-you-half-to-death and shooting-me-in-a-gaping-stomach-wound stuff.”

“That is a bit of a sticking point. But it’s not like he did any of the actual punching.”

I gave her an eyebrow.

“Yes, I know how it sounds.”

“Before I got involved, I’d want to know if he’d give the order again,” I replied after some thought.

She frowned.

“No. He wouldn’t. He was so ashamed of himself for doing it the first time that he could barely look at me for the first couple of weeks I was beating some sense—I mean training with him.”

“No you don’t.”

“Shut up. The point is that he’s a gentleman when he’s not in service to a ruthless Oracle.”

“He’s technically still in service. If not to his Oracle, then to his House and his country. I would advise caution until that is no longer the case. And, even then, let’s not forget that Atarakis, and Atarakans in general, do not like Magicians, Cassie. Even ones of the Old Blood, like yourself, are not especially popular.”

She made a face.

“When did you become the voice of romantic reason?”

“I don’t know. And I don’t like it.”

She laughed and leaned against me.

“What if I offered him a spot with our Wardens? I think he’d take it.”

“That depends.”

“On?”

“On what sort of relationship you want.”

“Who said I wanted one at all?!”

“Misses left and right cheeks, who are all but sending me smoke signals right now,” I said, causing her to blush even harder.

“Shut up! And what did you mean?”

“Well, if you want something casual, then his working for you is probably fine, but if you want something deeper, then it’s not the best plan.”

“What could you possibly mean by that gobbledygook?”

I sighed. The woman was four hundred years older than me; why was she asking my advice? I’d fouled up just about every one my relationships and the only lady that might be considered a success story was currently trying to get into someone else’s pants. I was not the right port of call for romantic sense.

But, she’d asked, so I would answer.

“You are the Warden Commander. You’re the boss, which means you’d be his. Currently, you are equals; you met as equals, your relationship was established as such, yes?”

“Yes. So?”

“Well, to shift the dynamics of the relationship in that fashion, and into an organisation where there is no prospect of an advancement which might redress the imbalance, could be a problem.”

Another frown.

“Why did that make sense?”

“I do manage that from time to time. If you want a... special-bedroom-friend, it should be fine. If you want a partner, don’t make him a subordinate right out of the gate. And also, not to harp on this point, but we are talking about a profession where you have to order people into danger from time to time. Do you want a romantic interest in amongst all those decisions?”

“Seriously, I don’t like that you’re making sense,” she replied, resting her chin on her hands.

I chuckled and nudged her gently.

“I will, of course, support whatever you choose, but I wouldn’t want Tethys in a position where I’d have to risk her safety.”

“Yes, but you’re a weed.”

“And, as such, I know which minefields to avoid. When in doubt, ask the weed, we know how to evade as much pain as possible.”

“And how is that working out for you?”

“I live in a mansion with a demonically-sexy girlfriend and my very favourite people all around me. How do you think I’m doing?”

She laughed and pulled me into a tight hug.

“Sometimes—and I’ll deny saying this—you, maybe, aren’t an idiot. Occasionally.”

I rolled my eyes and returned the hug.

“When you reach your decision, talk to Kandi. I should think she’d jump at the chance to have a Demigod work for her. She’s expanding her Stonebridge office, if I recall.”

“You don’t know what I’ll decide!”

“Of course not... and incidentally, you might remember that Tethys purchased the building across the road from us?” An expansion of her snooping corps was the main reason, but they wouldn’t use all of it. The Warding would take another two months (We’d started before we got the contact details of Kron’s people, unfortunately, and we’d already shovelled too much money into the project to change things), but after that, we’d have spare flats, as well as an additional redoubt in case of catastrophe. We were even putting in an escape tunnel (Don’t tell anyone, we hadn’t applied for planning permission).

“That’s something you might keep in mind for any future... decisions.”

“You’re assuming a lot of things, Graves!” she said, elbowing me, but blushing again.

“Just a suggestion,” I defended. “But one that puts a little distance between the two of you, and allows you to court outside of a cohabitation that might increase the pressure.”

“Court? What are you, a hundred?”

She glared at me, eyes narrow, daring me to bring her age into the discussion. I decided not to; and thus keep my genitals in their present configuration.

After a while, she smirked and hit me again.

Seriously, no good deed goes unpunished.

“She’s straight,” Tethys complained hours later, dropping into my lap and startling me from my nap.

I’d found my energy somewhat lacking, lately. The Cuff was doing its job, but there was still a certain... stress, if that’s the right word, on my body. It was tiring.

“Whassat?” I managed.

“The girl you brought me. She’s broken, I need another one.”

I blinked.

“Who?”

She rolled her eyes.

“Sutton. She’s no good. Try again.”

“Oh, for a blissful moment I’d forgotten about that,” I said, rubbing my eyes as Tethys cuddled up next to me on the sofa (hadn’t felt the need to migrate all the way to my bed).

The Succubus sighed. “And would you believe that she and Lexi are getting along like a house on fire? Not only did you bring me an unusable toy, but now she’s playing with my other toys.”

“I wonder what feminists would make of you if they heard this conversation,” I said dryly.

“I’m a girl, I’m allowed to be sexist... man-slave.”

“You might want to ask for your money back, Mistress.”

She shuddered. That one may have been a mistake. She had a dungeon.

“Now, just because you’re not so good at the heavy lifting doesn’t mean you can’t be of service in other areas,” she whispered, leaning up to bring her lips to mine.

I smiled. She always made me smile.

The kiss was short, but sweet. She nosed my cheek gently before laying her head back on my chest.

“Really, though, I need a better blonde.”

I spluttered out a laugh and she poked my ribs.

“I’m serious! You bring in a Goddess, literally, in fact, and then it turns out that she doesn’t like girls? I mean, in no way. I can’t work with her at all.”

“Oh no. It’s almost as if someone planned it that way so he could get you all to himself for a while,” I said in a dark voice that had her looking at me with narrowed eyes.

“I was going to say you were pulling my leg, but that is exactly the sort of dirty trick you’d pull.”

“Is it?” I said innocently.

She chortled and nuzzled my neck.

“God, if you ever did turn that brain of yours to getting into my pants, I wonder what would happen.”

“Well, not to put too fine a point on it...”

“Nice try, Graves, but we both know you had very little to do with it.”

“If you say so.”

She gave me an eyebrow.

I grinned.

“Oh, don’t you give me that ‘just as planned’ look! I was the mighty seductress that brought down the incorruptible Graves. Not the other way around!”

“And that’s what we’ll keep telling everyone, don’t worry,” I whispered, letting my hands migrate further down her back.

“Damn it, as much as I want to get you for that, the idea that you concocted an elaborate plan to seduce me and bring me into your terrible clutches is actually getting me going.”

I leaned in, my lips next to her ear.

“Just as planned,” I whispered.

She squealed and started tickling me until I admitted her superiority in all things, at which point she rewarded me for my prompt surrender. Very good at positive reinforcement was Tethys.

“You are evil,” she said afterwards.

“You knew that going in.”

She rolled her eyes and pecked my chin.

“What do you think your nemesis is really after,” she asked after a while in companionable silence.

“Weren’t fooled by her story, either, eh?”

“God no. She is an immortal horror wrapped up in pretty skin. I’d hit that, but I wouldn’t cuddle afterwards, if you know what I mean.”

I chuckled. “Certain things are easy enough to verify,” I said.

“Already did. Her story checks out in as much as the exile goes.”

“Well, as long as she’s here, she can’t do us any harm. Clarion Hall would stop her.”

“You don’t have to directly attack someone to be able to harm them, Mathew. You and I know that better than most.”

“Agreed. But I’m willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. And I owe her.”

“That damned honour of yours is going to get you into trouble one day.”

“You say that like it hasn’t already. Though it’s not like this comes up a lot. I am, by nature, an unscrupulous sort.”

“That’s what you want people to think, but anyone that’s spent more than five minutes with you knows different. You have very definite ideas about debts and oaths, Mathew. Why do you think you’re so greatly trusted? Even the people that hate you know that you’ll do what you think is right and damned be the consequences.”

I grimaced.

“That’s a good thing!” she said, poking my side.

“It makes me predictable. Not a good thing.”

“Ha! Just because your ethics are predictable doesn’t mean your actions are. Who’d have predicted you building a Magical nuke, for heaven’s sake? If you’re still worried, I can tell you that the Magical crime rate in Stonebridge has dropped by over seventy-five percent since you came onto the scene. The serious crime-rate is now effectively zero, Myrddin and Desmond aside. No Magician or other Supernatural will dare sneeze in your city in case they draw ‘Graves’ attention’. And we’re seeing a similar trend in Britain as a whole in terms of non-Pureborn statistics. Organised criminals aren’t afraid of something that’s predictable, Matty. The predictable is easy to evade or out-smart.”

I smiled at her. “Thanks.”

“Welcome.”

I felt quite a bit better, actually. I was glad that I’d done some good. Sure, terror wasn’t really the legacy one wanted, but if I’d made Stonebridge and even Britain even a little safer, even if only for a short while, that was a good use of a life.

Wow... that was really fatalistic.

Not going to die, damn it!

She leant up to kiss me again, dragging my thoughts away from dark places... at which point there was a knock on the door.

Lexi came in without waiting.

“Oh...” she said, looking at Tethys, “you busy?”

Tethys sighed.

“Lexi, dearest, that’s not the most intelligent of questions.”

“I need your help with something. It’s important.”

I’d bet every penny I had that what she considered important and what I did were two very different things.

“Can it wait?” Tethys asked. Very few people could tell, but she was starting to get a little annoyed with Lexi.

“Not really.”

Tethys looked down and smiled sadly.

“You mind?”

“Yes.”

She laughed and kissed me.

“I’ll be back.”

“I have debate night.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Another kiss and she was off.

God damn it...




Chapter 16



Debate Night was at Hopkins’ home in the U.S. that week, and it was mostly taken up with her and Kron laughing their arses off at my inability to fob off Ankiala. We ate, we argued, we had fun and it all went on so late that I fell asleep half way through a point on ethics and ended up staying the night.

I returned home the next morning... to find that woman in my library!

“Now, I know you were warned about the areas of the house where you weren’t to go without an escort,” I said after she’d finished smirking at me from my favourite chair.

“Yes, but I thought she was joking about the library. I mean, what havoc could I wreak in here?”

“It’s also my study,” I explained.

“I hate to burst your bubble, Shadow, but you don’t have any secrets that are worth my pinching. I’m not an Enchanter, I don’t care about politics and what am I going to do with your comic book collection?”

I sighed.

“And, incidentally, a comic book collection?” she added.

“If you don’t like it, feel free to find a room in the house where they can’t offend your eyes.”

“Oh, it’s fine. An insight into your mind. Is it that you need the pictures so that you know what’s going on?”

“I’m not having this conversation.”

Because I’d already had it with Kron, and it had been a nightmare. You try explaining to someone who predates printing why the graphic novel is a valid form of artwork. You won’t come off looking good, I can tell you that.

“I understand. I wouldn’t want to have to explain it to me, either.”

I sat on one of the sofas.

“I don’t have to explain myself to you. I am what I am, I like what I like and that is all I need to say.”

She smiled. That wasn’t the effect I was going for.

“Maybe you’re not irredeemable, after all,” she said. “Never explain yourself, Shadow. It diminishes you.”

“Depends on who you’re explaining yourself to and why, but I agree; in principle.”

“Would you like to know what my hobbies are?” she asked, crossing her legs in a rather distracting fashion.

“Nope.”

She smirked. “Why?”

“Because the chances of you telling the truth are minimal.”

“Is truth important to you, then? Don’t you rather pride yourself in being a practiced liar?”

I rubbed a suddenly aching temple. “Did you want something, Namia? Or were you just here to prod me?”

“It can’t be both?”

I rolled my eyes. Her smile briefly morphed into a smirk. She Willed the door shut with a little wave of her hand.

“I’m actually here to give you a bit of a warning,” she said.

“Oh yes?”

“That Ross girl... she’s starting to go a little mad.”

I frowned.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that she is being courted by the green-eyed monster, and that thing is a fickle mistress. If you don’t head her off now, while things are still relatively calm, you’re going to have a big problem.”

“Lexi’s loyal. She’d never do anything to harm someone in this house.”

Though Namia had a point. Far too often was my time with Tethys being interrupted.

“You’re not some ingénue, Shadow. You know that people can do things in the heat of the moment that they wouldn’t normally, and which they will then regret for the rest of their lives. That won’t stop them doing it. Human nature is human nature and hers is starting to stink a little.”

I rubbed my head again.

“I’ll talk to Tethys.”

“I wouldn’t. The Succubus doesn’t think in those terms. She’d likely make it worse. For all her faults, that woman loves you, and if she thought for a moment that her toy was causing you trouble, she’d dump her like last week’s fish. And you aren’t up for that fight right now. And there would be a fight.”

Her smile turned nasty.

“Or have at it. I’d like to see that.”

“You must be loving this.”

“Watching you die? It is fun. Shame you likely won’t leave anything for me to desecrate after you’re gone.”

“Good grief...”

“Too far?”

“Just a tippy-toe,” I replied dryly.

She laughed.

“I don’t especially like you, Graves, but I respect you, in certain, limited ways. I’d rather you not die because your dick annoyed the wrong woman.”

“Delicately put.”

“Well, how did you think it was going to go, you imbecile? How many love triangles end with all three corners happy?”

“Not a love triangle.”

“Which is rather the problem, when you think about it. Ross thinks she and your girlfriend are in love.”

“How do you know all of this? You’ve been here a day!”

“I talk to people. Namia was very good at getting people to open up, and so I am too.”

I leaned back, closing my eyes against the growing frustration.

“I honestly wouldn’t know what to say to her. Telling her the truth would be horrible, lying would be worse.”

“Just tell her to be patient. She’ll have your mutual love all to herself in a few months.”

“Cheap shot, Namia.”

“The best kind. And also... pot-kettle.”

“Fair enough.”

“Loved hearing about those, by the way. Crotch-seeking worms? Transcendent.”

“That was never linked back to me.”

“And yet it was you, wasn’t it?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny that,” I said, grinning a little.

“Knew it. That’s what you keep in that laboratory of yours, isn’t it? All those dark experiments that let you design a race of torture insects.”

“Please. It didn’t take that much dark experimentation.”

“Knew it!”

“Yes, you’ve dug it out of me, well done.”

She laughed. “I’m telling.”

“No you’re not. Besides which, who would you tell?”

“Maybe I’ll tell Rerek. Maybe he’s the one that sent me here to pry all of your secrets out of you.”

She said it in such a sinister fashion that I actually shivered a little.

“I think that you’d never be someone’s lackey,” I said.

“Any more than you would,” she replied with a nod.

Damn, but I hated that I understood that woman, at least on certain levels. She and I were actually rather similar. In another universe...

“So, when you confront the Succubus-stealer... can I watch?”

“No.”

“Oh go on, I think it’ll be funny.”

“No.”

“Please? The idea of you trying to have a complicated emotional conversation with the woman doing her best to steal your one true love out from under you and prevent you finding comfort during your last days is rather squeezing my evil-gland.”

I gave her a dark look, which just made her smile.

“Unless you’d like me to do it for you?”

“And just three days later, he was dead, your honour,” I replied.

“You know me too well, I think. Namia used to kill people who got to know the real her.”

“That wouldn’t surprise me. Doesn’t that get confusing? The her-and-you of it all?”

“It used to. Separating who I was from who I am was tricky. In the end, it was easier to think of my memories of Namia as a movie I’d seen, rather than part of who I was. She did some distasteful things, Shadow, and that’s from an ancient goddess of terror.”

That was a nasty thought...

Objectively, Namia had given me some good advice. But it wasn’t something that I could really do anything about. Lexi worked for me; to have a discussion about her emotions and how they related to my own would be... ethically dubious at best.

My only recourse would be Tethys, and Namia was probably right about what would happen. There would be a breakup, and I didn’t want that. If I did pop my clogs, and that was looking like it was a distinct possibility, then I didn’t want Tethys to be alone. Even if it had to be bloody Lexi.

Besides which, she was one of only three powerful Wardens I had at the moment, and the only one with a High Magic Affinity. I couldn’t afford to lose her in the event of what would almost certainly be a screw-up.




Chapter 17



“Graves?” Orpheus said, distracting me enough that my gigantic Newfoundland dog, Burglar, knocked me clear off my feet with the small tree he’d brought back in place of the stick I’d thrown for him.

“Ow,” I groaned.

The Flesh Mage appeared above me, shaking his head.

At least the grass in my back garden was soft.

“Are you sure you’re a Primal?” he asked.

“Not right this second, no; but that might be the concussion.”

He actually cracked a smile.

“We’ve been summoned. There’s been another outbreak of the Flesh Hunger.”

“Damn it. I’ll get my coat.”

“No need,” he said, dropping it on me, along with a bundle containing my staff and other gear. I hoped Cassandra had fetched them; I wasn’t entirely comfortable with his being in my laboratory.

“Then I’ll get Lexi,” I said, hefting myself up.

“Right behind me.”

“Are you sure you need me?”

“Not really, but you’re like a condom; better to have you and not need you, than need you and not have you.”

“Classy.”

“Yes... already regret that. You seem to bring out the cruder parts of my personality. I wonder why?”

“Krons are grumpy. It’s something the rest of us learn to live with,” I muttered.

“What was that, Graves?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s what I thought.”

The outbreak was in Algeria this time. I’d not had good experiences in that country. It was, after all, where the Black Pyramid was to be found.

The parasite had popped up in one of the poorer areas of a desert-adjacent city by the name of Ouargla, which was about six hundred miles to the north-west of the Pyramid. Algeria did not have a large population of Magicians, but the African Council was (supposedly) on alert for new outbreaks, and we heard about it fairly quickly.

When we arrived, a little less than ten thousand people had been infested. Not terrific, but nowhere near as bad as it had been in Grande Comore, with its sixty thousand Hosts.

Orpheus had Lexi Portal us to a flat patch of sand between a motorway and what looked like a ring road, not too far from the desert.

“Thanks, Lexi, you’d better stay home, just in case,” I said.

“No need to tell me twice,” she said. She hadn’t even stepped through the Portal. The aperture vanished.

“She really doesn’t like you, does she?” Orpheus asked.

“Seems to be rather a trend among my Wardens, lately.”

He laughed.

“I’ll say this for you, Graves, you aren’t boring.”

His phone rang and he picked up before I could reply.

“Yes? No, nothing yet. Okay.”

He hung up.

“The First Circle,” that’s what most people called the Archons when they wanted to be polite, “is driving them in this direction, but the Hosts aren’t cooperating. I’m to head that-a-way,” he pointed to the west, where the ring road joined the motorway, “and catch them before they get to the main road. You stay here in case they change their minds. Can you manage?”

“Sure.”

It wasn’t like a Host to the Flesh Hunger could get through a shield.

He nodded and stepped through a point-to-point Portal he’d Conjured. I was jealous; that was a damned useful Spell. Line of sight Portals were quicker and supposedly easier than the real thing, but you needed a good sense of direction... something I rather lacked.

I was there for quite a while. It was quiet, even peaceful, with no sign of Hosts or people. Even the motorway was clear of traffic.

I waved my staff in the vague direction of the ground and a column of sand shot up behind me before hardening into the shape of a chair, which I lowered myself into. Next was a small Refraction Spell that kept off some of the Saharan sunlight.

I started to doze a little. I awoke when I felt Magic being used off to my left; Orpheus’ signature. I extended my senses in that direction and found him dealing with hundreds of Hosts with very little trouble. There were more beyond, but they were heading away from us; towards the Magical beacons that were the four Archons. They’d have no trouble containing and then neutralising the parasites; it was effectively over.

They hadn’t needed me. They hadn’t really needed me the last time, either, but I was glad to offer even that minimal help; to have something even moderately useful to do with my time.

Just as I was thinking about heading back home, a small group of men emerged from the city limits, sprinting away from the built-up area.

They spotted me. As one, they smiled. Instantly, the path of their headlong charge shifted, bringing them straight at me.

My heart skipped a beat as I recognised them for what they were.

Hosts, certainly...

But not of the Flesh variant.

Someone had unleashed the Black Hunger.

It was only through a ridiculous amount of mental practice that I didn’t have another Magical accident that would have almost certainly blown me (and a good portion of Ouargla) up on the spot. Even so, my heart-rate quadrupled.

At least I didn’t freeze this time.

I was on my feet like someone had stuck a cattle-prod in my bottom, my staff up and aimed square at the face of the closest Host. Lightning flashed, and his head exploded, spraying black goo everywhere.

I shuddered. I tried to keep in mind that he was already dead. I’d simply stopped his corpse from moving.

The others laughed at the sight, not even pausing in their run. If anything they picked up speed, now moving faster than any human being should have been able to move. I lashed out with more lightning, still fighting hard to keep my emotions in check. These things were my worst nightmare given form and part of the reason why my time was slipping away as quickly as it was. I would not let that happen again.

Three of the remaining four were torn apart by my bolts of electricity, but the last one survived, his body surrounded by a weak, Magical Shield. With his energy signature all messed up by the parasite and Black Magic, and with a shield so light, I hadn’t noticed he was a Magician until he was nearly on top of me. Thankfully, that split second’s warning was enough that I was ready for the Dispel that came at my shields.

That was the real danger of the Black Hunger. It kept the powers, abilities and strengths of the Host intact, while also adding things like limited regeneration, resistance to pain, a limited hive mind... oh, and an insatiable Hunger for flesh. Thanks a bunch for that little gem, Rerek...

I conjured a tiny plane of Will that caught the incoming Dispel, annihilating the attack, before following up with a Dispel of my own that burst his shield like a balloon, leaving him open for a bullet of compressed heat that burrowed its way into the poor man’s head before detonating like a grenade.

I didn’t waste any time, reaching into my jacket for my phone before the corpse had even hit the ground. I didn’t want the others caught unawares.

Black Hosts came pouring out of the city before I’d even gotten to my contact list.

The phone forgotten, I went to work—stuffing a new surge of terror down where it couldn’t do me any harm—before lashing out with fire and lightning, gravity and chemical energy. Dozens of Hosts fell; crushed, burned, blasted or eaten away by acidic power.

They were replaced by hundreds more. Men and women, young and old, doctors in their white coats, mechanics in their overalls, waiters in their suits... every sort of person, all of them infested and starving for flesh.

Always, they were laughing. A terrible, sick sound of glee at the prospect of pain and violence, heedless of their own destruction. Some tried to talk to me, though I couldn’t understand the language and wasn’t going to cast my Translation Spell to find out what they were after; I didn’t want to know.

My staff’s storage crystals quickly ran out of electricity, heat, gravitons and chemical energy, so I switched to kinetic and atomic. I left the photonic and sonic in case of an emergency.

Limbs were blasted away, heads disintegrated, some simply came apart as a web of kinetic energy sliced them into pieces. It was a bloodbath.

After hundreds more corpses hit the ground, I ran out of kinetic and atomic power as well and started using the energy around me, drawing heat from the skulls of Hosts, leaving them blocks of dead ice, before hurling it into the brain-stems of others, killing them as quickly and efficiently as I could.

They surrounded me; a great mass of thrashing, heaving flesh, clawing at my shields, trying to find a way past. I shuddered as I saw the broken teeth, gnawed limbs and torn tissue that spoke of how the infestation had spread.

I carried on with my grim work, making sure to focus on the Hosts that tried to slip past me and away.

It was awful.

I knew that they weren’t truly alive anymore, that the Black Magic in this variant of the Hunger had driven their true animus from them, but God, it was hard having to do that, and to so many. They seemed alive, and at the back of my mind was the fear that I was killing these people.

But that didn’t mean I could stop. I didn’t dare. If even one of those things escaped, just one, the world could end in blood and horror. Even if they were alive in some way, I couldn’t have done anything other than what I was doing.

So I kept at it, destroying Hosts with careful applications of heat and chemical energy, conserving my Magic as best I could.

Another infested Magician arrived, a young woman missing her left arm. She’d been pretty in life, with coal-dark skin and expressive, green eyes. The suit she wore had been expensive, all in black silk, with an expensive silver broach on the left breast...

Wait.

An alarm bell rang at the back of my head.

What kind of broach was that? I looked towards her again and used my Will to hurl a few Hosts out of the way.

That’s what I thought.

An ouroboros.

One with ruby-red eyes.

The same one Alastor Manas had worn the day he’d poisoned me.

She saw me notice and smiled before hurling a ball of ice at my shields, charging in behind it with her body wreathed in Dispel.

I countered with gravity, which dragged her into the sand and crushed her flatter than a steamroller would have, spraying her body parts around where she landed like a bug under a shoe; it was disgusting.

Mustn’t throw up... mustn’t throw up.

Two more Magicians attacked while I was distracted. They were dressed as the first had been, only they were in worse shape, only one still sporting the snake. The other’s left side, where the broach would have been, was just gone down to the hip, like he’d been torn apart by wild animals.

The two new arrivals pooled their power to produce an impressive bolt of lightning that shattered two of my shield layers. I recoiled from the sudden flash, and one of them ploughed right into my defences before I could recover. He started lashing out with his hands, one wreathed in fire, the other in a blue nimbus packed with kinetic energy. He seemed determined to dig his way in through brute strength.

He failed when a plane of hardened air took his head off his shoulders.

Unfortunately, dealing with him let a third, and hopefully final, Magician sneak close enough to do some real damage.

He hadn’t been much of a Magician in life and was even less of one in death, but he was still skilled enough to unravel some of the atomic bonds in his bones.

He’d essentially turned parts of his body into atomic explosives.

The blast obliterated half of the remaining Hosts, the rest of my shields and catapulted me head over heels towards one of the stone walls which divided up the land around the city.

I went through that, breaking my leg on the way, before rolling to a stop, dazed, hurt and bleeding from half a dozen places, including my ears, which hadn’t enjoyed the sudden overpressure any more than the rest of me had.

My shields had done their job and taken the vast majority of the impact, but I’d still taken a pretty fair hit. Demigod hybridisation saved the day again, but it still hurt.

I groaned, barely able to hear as I rolled over, searching for my staff.

I hadn’t found it when the first of the Hosts came through the gap I’d made in the wall and started weaving towards me. Her equilibrium was shot, too, though hers would recover faster than mine.

I shook my head and called a Will Shield just in time to stop the Host landing on me. I cast a Mental Stimulant, which got my brain working, then a Numbing Spell, which stopped my leg from screaming. I put more power into my Will Shield, expanding its perimeter, which tossed the Host away... in time for seven more to barge into it. I slammed the barrier down hard, lodging it in the ground and anchoring it there as I rebuilt my Shields.

I could feel Hosts going around me while I was distracted, heading for the motorway and freedom; I needed to stop them.

I focussed hard, locking their signatures into my mind, and cast a series of Fireballs, each wrapped in Homing Constructs. A dozen flew high into the air, incinerating three Hosts on the way, before swivelling and descending on their targets.

I felt them die and turned my attention to my more immediate problems.

There were still a hundred Hosts left. How many had I already destroyed? How many families would be mourning tonight? I forced myself not to think about that and conjured a more powerful version of the Kinetic Web I’d used earlier. I released it and it tore half of the monsters into chunks.

The rest finally ran... right into Killian.

They simply turned to dust. Just like that. One instant they were there, the next they were gone.

Death Magic...

I sagged with relief as Killian came through the gap in the wall. He shook his head.

“Why is it that whenever something goes wrong, it’s with you?” he asked as he knelt next to me.

“Just lucky, I guess,” I replied, which made him snort.

I cast a Healing Spell and winced as my broken bone slid into place, quickly fusing back into one piece. I wrapped a layer of air around the damaged leg as a brace and slowly stood. He helped me.

I held on a bit longer than I might have, shuddering as I took in the trail of carnage between me and the edge of the city. Once again, my eyes were drawn to the teeth of the fallen, conjuring images of what they would have felt like biting into my flesh.

“You alright?” Killian asked gently.

I swallowed and nodded. “I really don’t like those things.”

“Say no more,” he said with a smile.

He waved his hand, and a wave of Entropy swept the ground clear of them, their scattered body parts and their fluids. No trace of the horde remained when he was done.

It wasn’t just for my benefit. Even a drop of that mush could have started this all over again. The Flesh Hunger was bad enough, but the Black...

Another shudder.

“You want to tell me what happened?” he asked. “Van heard an explosion and sent me to check, but that’s really all we know.”

I told him what had happened. I made sure to mention the three Magicians bearing the Ouroboros.

“Did they look like locals?” he asked.

“I don’t think so. One had the local colouring; a man, but that doesn’t mean much. He could be from anywhere in the Mediterranean, or not. One looked European, the third African. Same problem.”

He grunted, but didn’t disagree.

“Show me?” he asked.

I nodded and linked to his mind.

“God, that’s nasty,” he said with a grimace. “Black Magic is wretched stuff.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I don’t recognise the Mages. Or the snake. I do not like the idea of a group messing with this stuff.”

“Is it better or worse that they appear not to know what they’re doing?” I asked.

They’d clearly lost control of what they were up to if they’d ended up as Hosts.

“We don’t know that this wasn’t exactly what they had in mind. And that’s assuming that either of the outbreaks was down to them in the first place. We shouldn’t assume anything, or mistakes might be made.”

He had a point.

An irritating point, but a point none the less.

“How’s it going in the city?” I asked.

“Fine. They’ll be done in a minute. Here’s a funny thought: from what you’ve told me, I think that the Flesh Hunger actually went away from the Black variant. It turned in the opposite direction.”

“Working together? To maximise the chance of one variant escaping?”

He shook his head.

“I don’t think so. I think the Flesh recognised the Black as a predator.”

“There’s an ugly thought.”

“Everything about this is an ugly thought, kid. Someone is releasing world-ending parasites into population centres. I’m terrified of what happens if we don’t get to the next one in time, or—God forbid—that they release it in two large cities at once.”

I puffed out a breath.

“Or, worse, if some bastard puts the Black variant into a water source,” he added with a shudder.

You could have cracked a walnut down there, I clenched so hard.

“Oh... that’s stress right there,” I said.

“Yes, the one time we might need you and you go and get yourself crippled,” he said, shaking his head.

“I’d hit you if you weren’t so much scarier than me.”

He laughed and I hobbled over to retrieve my staff. A little battered, but still intact, thankfully. That thing had been expensive.

There was a bright flash of light from the city; Palmyra’s Spell.

“It’s over,” Killian said, relaxing a little.

“Ha!” I replied.

He rolled his eyes.

“Fair enough.”




Chapter 18



As soon as the parasite was destroyed, Wardens, African Council Magicians and local forces went in to deal with the aftermath. Once things were stable, we all adjourned back to Clarion Hall... where the pastries were. You’d think that at least one of them could have kept a stocked larder, but no. Kron said they were a worthless indulgence, Killian allegedly didn’t care about food, whereas Palmyra and Hopkins insisted that they were bad for them.

And yet never did I have a single piece of junk food left after that pack of walking stomachs descended on my house.

“Well, that could have gone better,” Kron said once she was settled in my drawing room with a plate of cream cakes in front of her and a cup of hot chocolate in her hand. For such an imposing woman, her taste in treats was actually rather... girly. It was endearing. Humanising.

Adorable. Never tell her I said that; she’d hit me with her good hammer.

The rest of us chuckled, aside from Cassandra, who was still frowning. Her eyes kept flitting to me as if I’d suddenly sprout a hidden injury. She hadn’t liked being left at home. I considered her the lucky one. Facing my greatest terror hadn’t done me any good, I assure you.

If things had gone just a little badly...

The part of my arm previously chewed on by a Black Magic monster started itching.

“How many do you think?” Palmyra asked me.

“A thousand? I couldn’t say for sure,” I replied.

“And someone eradicated the corpses, so we’ll never know,” Kron said, looking at Killian.

“And how would we explain the presence of a thousand Magically-mangled corpses to the locals?” he asked sweetly.

“Not the point.”

“It’s sort-of the point.”

“You’ve been spending too much time with Graves; you’re getting lippy,” Kron said with a glare... somewhat ruined by the jam on her chin.

“I’m an old man; I’m allowed to be lippy. What’s your excuse?” he replied with a smirk.

She Willed a cushion up and it went hurtling towards his head. He dodged, laughing.

“I’m concerned about this Ouroboros group,” Kron said after a stretch of silent eating. “I think we might safely connect them with the Hunger, likely both variants, but I’m not comfortable drawing that conclusion yet. If these are the same people that took a shot at Graves, then they are becoming steadily more ambitious, and dangerous, as time goes on.”

“Lovely,” I said dryly. “The people who tried to assassinate me have Black Magic zombies. Just the kind of thing to enhance my day.”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Kron replied. “This is far from the first time a potentially world-ending threat like this has turned up. It always ends the same way: with the instigators in a smoking heap and the rest of us home in time for dinner.”

“Has the cannibal apocalypse ever been on the table before?” I replied.

“No, but an invasion of extra-dimensional human-eating monsters was, so this isn’t even so bad in the grand scheme of things.”

“And with that, I’ll never be sleeping again, thanks Van.”

Kron snorted, which caused her to inhale part of her pastry. Somewhat predictably, I was blamed for the resultant mess.

“I wish I knew what they were after with all this,” Hopkins said once Kron was able to breathe again. “If they’re just testing out their capabilities, then they’re being very flashy about it.”

“A prelude to demands of some sort?” Palmyra offered. “Show the world what they can do, then shake the Conclaves down one by one?”

“In which case there will probably be at least one more attack,” Killian offered. “If this was a contained release by the Snakes,” that was the name we were going with until we knew better, “that they lost control of, then they’ll need some time to check their safety procedures, conduct another attack to make sure they can do it properly; then they’ll contact us.”

“And if they just want chaos?” I asked.

“Then that would be unfortunate, but not the biggest problem in the world, either,” Kron replied. “I’m working on a device that should function on Black Hosts like your Coffin Nail does on Revenants. Once it’s finished, this problem becomes much easier to solve.”

That it did. The Coffin Nail was an area-of-effect weapon that could destroy Revenants by the hundred. If Kron could get something similar working for Black Hosts...

“Aw, I inspired you,” I said, preening.

“Don’t be ridiculous. As is the case with all things that are impressive, I probably invented it ages ago and simply forgot,” she replied, sticking her nose into the air.

I shook my head. “I never get the credit.”

“There, there,” Palmyra said, grinning offensively as she patted my head.

“What worries me, more than the obvious,” Killian said, “is that we didn’t get any warning of this before it happened, or even during. I didn’t sense any of it. Did any of you?”

“Not until I actually saw the things, no,” I replied.

Kron frowned. She closed her eyes for a moment. The frown changed into a grimace.

“My Sight is even more clouded. I can’t sense more than a few minutes into the future and that’s if I really try. Someone or something is blocking me. Hard.”

“What could do that?” I asked.

“Very few things,” she replied. “Because I destroyed all the ones I knew about.”

“Ah. That sounds expensive,” I commented.

“Damn right it was. Aside from a truly monstrous amount of treasure, it also cost Central America about two thirds of its landmass.”

“I thought you said that was an experiment that went wrong,” I pointed out.

“Yes,” she replied, wincing again. “Very wrong. I meant to retrieve a particular artefact and instead slightly rearranged a coastline.”

Astonishing what you could get away with before the camera was invented...

“Two thirds isn’t slightly,” I commented.

“It’s fine, there wasn’t anyone living there... I think.”

“You know, when I say things like that, I get into trouble,” I said.

“That’s because you are a walking disaster, whereas I am an honoured elder statesman,” Kron replied.

“Walking disaster is a little harsh.”

She opened her hand and an Illusion of the shattered Conclave Building, aflame and spewing smoke, appeared above her palm.

“Is it, Mathew? Is it really?”

I gave her an evil look while the others laughed.

“You knock down one building-”

“One?” Kron replied, lifting her hand again.

“Please don’t.”

She chuckled and lowered her hand. “Spoilsport.”

“Sadist.”

She went back to her pastries.

“So what do we do now?” I asked.

“We watch; we wait. We move as quickly as we can to any outbreaks and hope that we can find the source before anything goes too wrong. We’ll find some thread to pull eventually. You might help with that,” Killian said, nodding at me.

“Tethys has her people looking, but it’s not like an ouroboros is an uncommon symbol and it’s all we have to go on aside from one false name, and an empty head.”

“Excuses, excuses,” Killian said.

I threw a cushion, it didn’t even get close. Magic wasn’t involved, I just couldn’t throw. I was maybe an inch away from hitting my own
foot.

“That was just... I’m not even going to comment; that spoke for itself,” Killian said, grinning.

“Shut up, Bart, I’ve had a day!”

“Sure, sure...”

They left after a while, leaving me with Cassandra. She still wasn’t happy and it took me a good hour to talk her down from atop her growing mountain of frustration. In the end, it took pointing out that she wouldn’t have been there anyway—on account of being vulnerable to the Hunger—that gave her some measure of comfort, but I wasn’t fool enough to think it was permanent. Only the return of her powers would restore her equilibrium.

An hour after that, Orpheus came back. He found me where the Archons and then Cassandra had left me. The dog had also found me and was trying to squash me. I’d already lost the feeling in my legs.

“Heard you got blown up,” my new Warden said as he dropped into a seat next to my sofa.

“Yes. That was some fine Wardening you did.”

“I’m actually alright with you getting a little bit blown up,” he said very evenly.

“Burglar? See that man over there? Get him,” I said, trying to persuade my huge lummox of a dog to make himself useful.

He sneezed on me and rolled over, head-butting me in the gut on the way.

“Not the best attack dog, is he?” Orpheus asked.

I sighed and scratched the offered belly, causing his up-turned legs to gallop.

“He’s really more of a retriever.”

“Show me,” Orpheus replied with narrowed eyes.

“Alright, he’s not a retriever.”

“That’s what I thought. Is there anything you can do right?”

“Did you want something?” I asked, not dignifying that with a response.

“To... apologise,” he eventually said.

I frowned.

“For what?”

He cleared his throat.

“Look, I may not like you very much, but even a stubborn old bastard like me can see that you try to do your best. I am your Warden for as long as I’m here, and it was never my intention to leave you alone in the path of harm.”

“I know. But like they say down at the dockyard... ship happens.”

Silence.

“That was just... the worst, Graves. I saw a mass of parasite-infested souls rampaging through a city today and that remains just... the worst.”

“True genius is rarely appreciated in its own time,” I replied airily, trying not to wince as the dog caught my finger in his cavernous mouth.

Orpheus shook his head, smiling a little. He stood.

“Alright then,” he said gruffly. He nodded and turned.

“Hey, Kron?” I asked.

He turned back.

“You play chess?” I asked.

“To excess. Why?”

“I’ve been hoping to learn. Would you be willing to teach me a little?”

“I’ll get a board,” he said with a nod.

Hee hee...

I smiled when he was out of sight. I wondered if he flipped the table when he lost? His illustrious matriarch sure did...

Where was my camera?

The dog batted me with his paw and looked up at me with accusing eyes.

“Don’t give me that; he started it.”

He sneezed again.




Chapter 19



“I have something for you,” Namia said as she came into my library. Without knocking. Again.

It was four days after the second outbreak. Ouargla had been declared fully cleansed of the parasite only the day before, which still seemed too soon to my paranoid mind.

After a lot of work, Kron managed to trace the Hunger to a small building in an industrial area. They’d sent me video of a squalid little cellar lit by flickering fluorescence. A series of cages were bolted to the concrete walls. There was blood everywhere, some of it had traces of the Flesh Hunger, some the Black. In one corner was the sticky, slightly-chewed, remains of an ouroboros broach, a broken tooth still embedded in the silver.

Traces of the Snakes, both Magical and mundane, were found throughout the building. It was no chance encounter; this was their base of operations. We now had no doubts that this group were involved in the releases of the Hunger. That moved them to the top of some lists you do not want to be on. Including one or two of mine.

“Oh yes?” I replied.

“On your current problem,” she said.

I put down my notes on Void Magic and gave her my complete attention. Had she found a cure? An Ectomancer?

“Your ‘Snakes’ are actually called the Children of Osiris. And they just tried to recruit me.”

Damn it. That problem.

“To do what?” I asked.

“Spy on you. I told them I would.”

“I hope you haggled.”

“Like you wouldn’t believe. I’d have bankrupted less wealthy counties,” she said with a smile. “And, with any luck, they might let something slip about what they’re up to.”

I frowned. “And you’re helping me because...?”

“The goodness of my heart?”

“You recently lamented the fact that you’d be unable to defile my corpse, Namia.”

“Alright, fine. I figure this puts another favour in the bank. And perhaps even another, should this information lead to either the saving of your life or the elimination of the Hunger.”

“Who’s been telling you about these things?!”

She rolled her eyes before sitting. “And... these people are dangerous. No matter what happens to you, I still have to live on this planet, and that becomes significantly harder with cannibalistic horrors running around that can turn you into one of them with a scratch.”

Fair enough.

“Still... thanks,” I said. “You might be very helpful.”

“What do you want me to tell them for now?”

“I’d better get an Archon in here for this,” I replied, reaching for my phone. “If this were just a me-problem, I’d try something clever, but we’re dealing with the whole planet now, and that’s above my pay grade.”

“Is this... humility? I didn’t think you were capable.”

“Droll,” I said as I dialled Kron’s number.

They talked for hours. Kron kept quiet about her long-term intentions, but she discussed a few things with Namia and went over a couple of options she could exercise in the event that another meeting ever took place. Unfortunately, Namia had nothing on the woman she’d already spoken to. Her features had been so perfectly average that Flesh Magic had to be involved. Average height, mid to late twenties in appearance, Magician of the Acolyte-class, average build, brown hair, brown eyes, skin that was pale, and yet a little tanned...

Nothing that would stand out of anything.

Kron assigned Namia a Warden who specialised in infiltration and counter-intelligence. He would be on speed-dial at all times in case of a meeting, so that any leads could be followed. That was unlikely to be soon, though, as Namia had been given a phone to deliver her information through. It yielded exactly nothing, not even a fingerprint. They were cautious; maybe too cautious for us to catch before the next mess.

One thing that concerned me was that the Snakes seemed to demonstrate an alarmingly inconsistent level of competence. The people who’d spoken to Namia, and who’d released the Hunger in Grande Comore, were clever and careful, clear believers in preparation and leaving nothing to chance. But the ones who had acted in Algeria had been sloppy enough to get themselves eaten and converted into Abominations.

That didn’t seem quite right.

I said as much to Kron, and that didn’t make her any happier.

“And now that I’m thinking of things that don’t make sense, just telling Sutton their name sounds off, too,” I said. “Convenient, maybe?”

“You think it’s a trap?” Kron asked.

“A test of her loyalty, maybe?” I replied. “I’ve done something similar. Give someone information and see if it starts cropping up in places you don’t want it to.”

Kron leaned back in her chair and chewed her lip; thinking.

“Alright, that makes sense. We didn’t give my Warden the name, so the only ones who know it are in this room, yes?” this last to Namia, who nodded.

“Then it doesn’t leave here. Sutton, you will not endanger yourself. You are a long-term participant in this. We will act as if we assume this will take a while and plan accordingly. You will take no risks and you will act in all ways as if you are doing their work. Graves, you will provide her with any information you think you can bear to have known, but we don’t want to give them too much, too fast. Take this slow, establish a relationship.”

“I know, Lady Time,” Namia said. “I have done this before, if you’ll recall. Or Namia has, anyway. I know what I’m doing.”

Kron wrinkled her nose, but nodded.

“And further,” Kron said. She paused, clearing her throat, “it has been noted that you are willing to do this for us; for Mathew. You may not be Namia Sutton as we know her, but that might not be such a bad thing. You have... exceeded my expectations.”

“Thank you, my lady,” Namia said sincerely, lowering her head. She even blushed.

“Talked about desecrating my corpse; just don’t want anybody forgetting that.”

“Relax, Graves, we’ve all thought about doing that at least once. It’s something you bring out in people.”

“Oh, that’s just nasty.”

Kron chuckled and said goodbye, leaving me alone with my nemesis... who was apparently going out of her way to keep me alive.

Strange times.

Namia smirked at me. “Is it really so hard to believe that I can be helpful?” she asked.

“You did try to kill me.”

“After you decapitated me!”

“Fair enough.”

I relaxed in my seat. “I hope you were paying attention when Lady Kron told you not to take risks.”

“Worried about me?” she said with a smile.

“I worry about anyone working on my behalf,” I said honestly, “and that goes double for someone placing themselves in harm’s way with people known to be this dangerous.”

“And you can’t come racing in on your white horse anymore if something goes wrong,” she said, a little too insightfully.

“Sure I can,” I replied breezily, “I’m just not as likely to succeed as I once was.”

“I honestly don’t know how you get up in the morning,” she said, “to have been what you were and now be reduced to this? Most would have gone mad.”

“Didn’t you go through exactly the same thing?”

She shrugged. “Maybe that’s part of why I want to lend you a hand. I can’t be what I once was, but maybe I can help restore someone else. Besides, if you and I ever have that rematch, I can’t have you crying foul and saying I only won because you were diminished.”

“I can respect that,” I said with a smile. I hated winning by default; loathed it. Well... not when lives were on the line, but when it was pure competition, when pride was the issue. If you can’t beat someone at their best, then it doesn’t count.

“Don’t get me wrong, Graves, I miss what I was, but if I’d been reborn in full as Ankiala, the Archons would probably have destroyed me long before now. In a roundabout way, I owe you my life, and I hate that. A debt must be repaid.”

I opened my mouth.

“And no, debts aren’t transferrable. You still have to put me up.”

Damn it.

I laughed and she joined me.

I was still terrified of that woman... but maybe I could start to let that go a little. She was just trying to live her life, like me, and she was putting herself at risk for me.

That earned her a little benefit of the doubt.




Chapter 20



The June sunlight streamed down onto my back garden as I dropped onto a bench with a weary sigh. I was exhausted, just having finished making what I hoped would be a safe way of storing important objects. Nothing was fool-proof, of course, but this was as close I could get.

It was another piece of Void Magic. I can’t claim credit for the invention, alas. Magicians had been using dimensional storage for as long as we’d been using Space Magic. The only drawback to the technique was that if the Spells in the anchor object were destroyed, the Void and its contents would be lost into nothingness. The matter would be converted into energy and released into the space between dimensions, which was far better than its being vomited back into its dimension of origin; trust me.

So, what I’d done, using Hopkins’ knowledge of Space and the Void, was create an interdimensional space with two anchors. One would be on my person, in the form of a steel-coloured (and thus unattractive to thieves) signet ring bearing the Graves family crest (a raven perched on an anchor, if you were interested), and the other would be on a matching signet that I would bury under my favourite tree in the Grotto, where nothing was getting to it.

Both rings were Enchanted so heavily that suppressing their signatures was really hard. In the end, and after some consultation with Kron and Hopkins, I came up with a way of shunting all those emissions through the Void and out the other side, where they would be absorbed harmlessly into the Grotto. Win-win, and I was rather proud of it.

At the moment, I was using my new ring to store the two complete Lancelots and my combat gear. I was thinking of building another linked pair for my important notes and such, sort of like a safe. I was now very wary of putting all my eggs in one basket thanks to what had happened to Mira.

That still hurt. Having two of the Cosmic Tools out there for anyone bright enough to penetrate the defences of the Archive made it much worse.

My phone rang as I was slipping off to sleep. I groaned as I yanked it from my pocket.

“Graves,” I said, not even looking at the caller id.

“The Hunger’s back,” Kron said without preamble.

“How bad? I asked, fully awake again.

I started pulling items through a small Portal I Conjured into the Void Ring’s space. It was a little tricky, as there was no gravity in there. Things just sort of floated around in a two-metre-wide spherical area. Magic let me fetch things without too much trouble, but I was determined to figure out a better way.

“We’ve caught it early; only a few Flesh ones, and they’ve already been neutralised.”

“Terrific! Not that I’m complaining, but why do you need me?” I asked as I strapped the Mirror Belt to my waist.

“We’ve found an origin point, complete with Snakes. They were still wiping their tracks as we arrived. Jen’s set up a Portal Jammer and we’re about to go in. I’d like you on site in case we get bogged down, or someone we’ve missed pulls something. We also haven’t seen any trace of Black Hosts yet, which concerns me.”

I grimaced and started jogging, only to run face-first into Orpheus, who I’d actually been about to call for. He also had a phone to his ear.

I rebounded off what felt like a brick wall and he caught my phone before it could clatter to the ground.

“Yes, I’ve found him. Just a sec,” he said into the phone he had to his ear. He put that one down and lifted mine. “Grandmother? Yes, it’s me. Yes, he dropped it. Yes, right into me. No, I don’t know how he manages not to flush himself down the lavatory every day, either.”

I glared and rubbed my sore nose as I stood. Lexi stood behind Orpheus, sniggering at my discomfort as I gestured for my phone. Orpheus grinned and handed it back to me.

“Break anything?” Kron asked.

“Ha, ha. We’re on the way.”

“Don’t rush. I don’t want you to trip and impale yourself on your own hair or something.”

“I’ll stop feeding you.”

“No you won’t.”

She hung up. Orpheus was looking away, trying not to laugh his arse off. Lexi wasn’t even trying.

I sighed.

“Whenever you’re ready, Lexi.”

It took her a minute, the cow.

North Africa, again. This time it was Tripoli, in Libya.

At the best of times, this was not an especially stable part of the world. The Hunger would not improve it.

Lexi’s Portal brought us out next to the port lighthouse, and my anger intensified at the idea of what could have happened if the Hunger had actually gotten loose there. It wasn’t one of the busiest ports in the world, certainly not since the civil war and all their troubles, but it was still a Mediterranean port.

Italy, Greece, France, Spain, Turkey and many others were all within reach. That was the better part of three hundred million people who had just been placed in horrible jeopardy.

The lighthouse towered over the complex, with a lorry park to my front and a series of buildings to my left, where the Archons and their Wardens maintained a close perimeter around one in particular.

It wasn’t hard to spot the one in question. It was emitting some very peculiar energy and was surrounded by a Fortress Shield that Kron was already poking at. It shouldn’t take her too long to break it; the Constructs were inefficient and badly made; likely by someone in a hurry.

Lexi didn’t bother to stick around (again). Orpheus and I walked towards the assembly.

Hopkins turned as I approached, giving me a cheery wave.

“Hey Matty.”

I smiled in reply and stopped next to her.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“Quickly. Nearly ready to go in, I think.”

“Thank God,” Orpheus said. “Maybe this will finally be over!”

“I wish,” I replied.

“You don’t think so?” he asked.

“Hope for the best, plan for the worst.”

He grunted and headed towards Kron, who turned and grinned as he came up next to her.

I sighed.

“You okay?” Hopkins asked. “You look tired.”

“Oh, fine. I was working on that little project we discussed.”

I lifted my hand with its signet ring.

“You got it working?” she asked, pulling my hand up to get a closer look.

“I did. And it’s given me a couple of ideas about matter-energy conversion.”

“You wouldn’t be the first to get those ideas,” she said, shaking her head. “It never ends well.”

“And what if that’s the point?” I replied with a smirk.

I’d been thinking about how I might exploit the way matter contained in a collapsing Void was converted into energy. It might make a good weapon if I could figure out a way to shunt that energy back into the Newtonian world rather than its dissipating into nothingness.

I said as much.

She lifted an eyebrow. “Oh... not bad. Certainly cheaper than the methods you’ve been using.”

“And potentially much more effective, depending on what’s in the Void.”

“True. Test it somewhere empty.”

I chuckled. Kron finished whatever she was doing and came over to us, Orpheus following along like a puppy.

“Okay, we’re just about ready,” she said. “Should be a simple smash and grab.”

I was about to reply with something pithy about assumptions, but a sudden dread flooded my chest and I had to take a breath against the feeling. Something was badly wrong; something that hadn’t penetrated my conscious mind, yet. I had learned to trust those feelings.

“Um... mind if I ask what you think of that energy coming out of there?” I said, trying to buy time. “I don’t recognise the combination.”

“Gravitational energy, some chemical, some kinetic, buckets of Magic... probably a last-ditch shield for when we get in,” Kron said.

I frowned. The dread remained.

“I don’t think so, Van,” I said. “It feels... different to that. Not static enough to be a shield or defensive construct.”

“Can you tell me more?” she asked, her face scrunching.

I closed my eyes and tried to drink in as much of it as I could. The energy signature fluctuated the more I tried to examine it. Eventually, I identified a little Space Magic warping the constructs.

“There’s some Space in there, too, just a tiny bit, but enough that I can’t get a good read on what’s going on. This smells awfully ‘trappy’ to me, Van.”

Hopkins frowned as well and extended her own Magic towards the building.

“He’s right. Space Magic, but there’s a second layer under that one. I can’t get a read on it.”

“Probably a Portal Trap,” Kron said. “Might explain why we haven’t seen any Black Hosts yet. Lure us in, drop them on us.”

“Or it could be lava,” I replied.

“In either event, hardly a problem for yours-truly,” Hopkins said confidently.

“Look,” I said, “they know who they’re dealing with, and they’re not stupid.”

“Then what would you suggest?” Kron said.

“Set fire to the building, drive them out.”

“And if that kills them?”

“Better them than you,” I replied evenly.

Kron rolled her eyes. “We need them alive, Graves, don’t be such a weed.”

“Van, I’m telling you something isn’t right,” I said. “I can Feel it.”

“I agree with you, Mathew. But risks must be taken and I think that four Archons are up to the challenge. We’ll take precautions.”

I frowned again. I didn’t like this, the feeling in my chest was almost overwhelming.

“I-“

“It’ll be fine, Mathew,” she said. “Now, I want you and Orpheus to wait here with the external teams. If anything escapes the perimeter, blast it.”

“Can I-“

“No, you may not come in with us. If there’s a trap in there that might hurt an Archon, it would obliterate you in your current state.”

She had me there.

“Relax, Graves. If Grandmother can take on a Dark One single-handed, she can deal with a Sorcerer’s trap.”

“Single-handed, was it?” I said, giving Kron a look. She turned her eyes upwards and whistled as she walked off, Hopkins behind her, laughing all the way.

“Not single-handed?” Orpheus said with a frown once she was out of earshot.

“Close enough,” I said, not wanting to shatter any illusions.

We cast Mage Sight and maintained a close watch on the area around us. There were other pairs of Magicians close by, a mix of the Archons’ Wardens. We were between two of Killian’s and two of Kron’s. One of the pair looked inwards, the other outwards.

I was looking in when it happened.

Kron lashed out with a fist surrounded by golden light and the Fortress Shield collapsed right then and there, its crude construction no match for even a fraction of Lady Time’s Magical might.

The side of the warehouse was next. Killian gestured, and a square of Entropic Energy turned concrete and steel to dust, leaving a neat hole for the quartet and two dozen Wardens to storm through.

There were muted booms and thumps. Magic flared, Spells were cast, defences tripped and countered; a lot of them. I saw it all through Mage Sight.

But then something changed.

That Spell at the centre, that one I’d been afraid of, it activated.

In that moment, as the concealing constructs were destroyed and the Spell unleashed its effects, I recognised it for what it was.

“NO!” I screamed, running forward, but it was too late.

What could only be a knockoff version of my Mordred went off, and unless I was much mistaken, right in the face of the four Archons.
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I had no idea why we weren’t dead.

The energy pulse had been a big one, enough to blow up the docks and everything else within a good mile.

And yet, we were still there.

I turned my Mage Sight towards the source of the Spell, hoping to see some evidence of what had stopped it.

But all I could See, in the spot where the immense explosion had originated, was a black sphere.

“Oh God,” Orpheus said as he saw the same thing. He dropped to his knees. “Oh my God!”

“What? What’s happened?” I asked.

“They’re gone. All of them are gone,” he rasped.

“What?!”

“That is a Temporal Lock,” he said, unable to hold back a sob. “And if it’s black like that, it means that time is frozen, or moving so slowly that even light is trapped. And I can guess why.”

“The explosion,” I said, horror crashing down on me at the realisation of what had likely happened.

Kron had recognised what she was dealing with, but couldn’t stop it in time. So she’d done the only thing she could in that situation, she’d frozen everything between her and the device, and since that Spell was a sphere centred on the caster...

“Get up,” I said, dragging him to his feet.

“Don’t you understand?! It’s over! We’ve lost four Archons!” he snarled, throwing me off.

I slapped him; hard. He recoiled in shock.

“Like hell, we have!” I snapped back. “They are right there, and if the Spell is intact, at the very least, your Grandmother is too.”

“But we can’t get to her! Take one step into that and you’re just as trapped as she is!”

“Then we get a Time Mage. Hell, we get every Time Mage. We stuff them in a room and we don’t let them out until they come up with a solution. This is not the end of anything, understand me?!”

He blinked and swallowed, a little steel returning to his spine.

He nodded.

“Good. Now get on the phone and get every Warden from every Archon’s force not already here to start moving. We need a perimeter set up so that nobody does anything stupid like Dispel that thing, or we’re done.”

I turned and started moving towards the nearest Wardens, Kron’s. I dragged Orpheus with me as he pulled his phone out. The Wardens in sight looked just as stunned as Orpheus had been. More than one was on their knees.

“Hey!” I shouted, snapping a couple out of it. A big man in Kron’s trademark golden armour turned towards me. “Are you in contact with the other Wardens on scene?”

“Other...?”

“We need a count of who’s missing and who’s left,” I said as gently as I could. “We’re working on a solution, but we need to get organised before someone does something foolish.”

“Solution?” his voice was perking up a little.

“Yes,” I tapped Orpheus on the shoulder. “Time Mages, but we need the Time Lock secured so nobody can break it and let the explosion resume. That would be a disaster.”

“Right... right!”

I felt him reach out with his Magic and soon an even larger man appeared out of nowhere.

“Commander,” the giant I’d been talking to said to the new arrival. “The Lord Primal says he has a solution.”

“Working on a solution,” I corrected, doing my best to appear calm and collected, though I was half mad with fear and dread. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing, but I knew that the only chance we had was to stay organised, not panic and for nobody to do anything stupid. “I need Time Magicians.”

I figured Kron’s Warden Commander would be the man to ask.

“I have knowledge of two,” he said slowly after a moment’s thought.

“Can you get them down here, please? And could you have someone else erect a Portal Jammer out to a hundred feet from the edge of the building and another Fortress Shield under that to protect the Lock?”

“Yes, my Lord.”

He waved more Wardens over and started giving orders, more started to appear, many looking lost and afraid, but all were geared for war.

“Warden Commanders over here!” I shouted, amplifying my voice with Magic to be heard over the noise and confusion. A man started moving towards us at a jog.

“Two of the Commanders were with the principals, my Lord,” one of Kron’s knights told me.

Damn it. “Which ones?”

“Lord Death’s and Lady Life’s.”

The two meanest ones, in other words. Bother.

“Commander...?” I said, turning towards Kron’s man.

“Walder, my Lord, Johan Walder.”

“Commander Walder, would you assemble as many senior Wardens as you can? I don’t know many of them.”

“Of course.”

He tapped the side of his helmet and more Magic flowed. Magical communication? I really had a long way to go.

“They’re just distributing their people around the perimeter,” Walder reported. “Be here in a few moments.”

“Good. Time Mages?”

“One is on the way, the other is missing,” he replied, his voice turning dark.

“Missing?”

“All his things are gone, too. No note, no warning.”

I frowned.

“Is that normal for him?”

“No, my Lord. Not at all.”

“Well, we still have one. May I request a permanent guard for him or her? If we only have one, they have to be protected.”

“Agreed. And you don’t have to suggest anything, Lord Primal. On Lady Kron’s order, we answer to you until she’s... recovered.”

I blinked; shocked.

“Me?”

He nodded. “This is not an unprecedented situation. Archons have gone missing or been incapacitated before. Command defaults to the next senior authority until... until there’s none left. That order is old enough that it includes the Primals in the succession and was never changed.”

“What about the First Shadow?”

“A declared danger is not in the line.”

“Since when was he a declared danger?” I asked. “Nobody mentioned this to me.”

“As of thirty seconds ago. I’m not giving command over the combined Warden corps to a Black Magician. Not happening.”

“Agreed,” said Hopkins’ Commander. I did know him. He was a tall, thin American in tactical gear, carrying a machine pistol on his left hip and a two-handed sword over his shoulder.

“Commander Clemens,” I greeted him with a nod. “I understand your and Commander Walder’s sentiments, but my experience with any sort of command is minimal to say the least. I was envisioning something more akin to my supporting you.”

“We’re not talking about following you blindly, Lord Graves,” Walder replied. “We know you’re new, and we know you’re untested in command. But you are the authority. We don’t expect you to give us individual commands in a combat situation, but we do expect you to make strategic decisions. As you’ve already done. I likely would have done something foolish, but you’ve taken control and gotten everyone moving in the same direction. That’s what we need.”

“That, I can do.”

“We know.”

Another Portal opened and disgorged someone I’d truly thought never to see again. Ironic, as I’d never been so happy to see anyone in my life.

Her name was Umaira. I’d met her during the very first outbreak of the Flesh Hunger, back before the Black Pyramid had been rediscovered. She, and damn near her whole family, had nearly died.

She was a tall, lovely woman of African descent, with delicate features, black, curly hair that framed her head and soulful, brown eyes that were set with determination. Aside from Kron, she was the only other Magician I’d ever met with a true Time Affinity, and it wasn’t a weak one, either. She was a Sorceress, all be it a low-level one. She wore loose-fitting robes that hugged a runner’s figure. She’d recovered the weight she’d lost fighting off the Hunger, and it only added to her attractiveness.

She and I seemed to have come full circle. I’d met her because her family had come into contact with the Hunger and now she was back in my life because the Hunger had been used to do harm to mine. I’d have been amused at the symmetry of it all, if the situation wasn’t so dire.

“It’s good to see you,” I said sincerely as I approached her.

“Lord Mathew?” she said, her eyes going wide. Her hands went to her outfit, pulling it straight and doing up a stray button on her cotton trousers.

I smiled. “Sorry to rush you, but can you help?” I asked, gesturing towards the building. The entire thing wasn’t contained in the Time Lock, but little bits of the Spell’s spherical Construct stuck out through the ceiling and one of the walls.

She cast Mage Sight. That was reassuring. Mage Sight was not an easy skill to learn; it indicated considerable competence. Alas, it wasn’t especially useful here. I’d already tried it, but with nothing coming out of the Lock, there was nothing for Mage Sight to receive.

She discovered this in short order and started weaving the exotic energies of Time Magic into the Spell, something I could barely sense, much less replicate.

“God...” she whispered. Grief filled her voice. Damn it.

“What do you see?” I asked.

“Take a look,” she said, extending a Telepathic probe towards me. I let it in.

She showed me an image of a room near the centre of the warehouse. There was a large, concrete box at the centre of the room, a heavy steel door on the side facing towards the Archons. The walls of the concrete box were in the process of exploding outwards, caught in that instant after the bomb had gone off, but before the explosion could propagate.

Hopkins, Palmyra and Killian were recoiling from the detonation, as were the twenty-two Wardens with them. Kron was the exception, standing with her hands towards the box, a ball of golden light shining between them. The Time Lock Spell.

“How do we get them out of there?” I asked.

“I... I...” Umaira started, but couldn’t continue.

“Alright, one step at a time,” I said as calmly as I could. “Theoretically, is it possible to extract someone from a Time Lock?”

“Theoretically?” she said with a frown. “Sure. All you need to do is wrap the people inside of it up in a bubble of real-time and pull them out. But that’s with a time dilation in the single digits. This is.... nearly static.”

“Wait... nearly static?” I asked, that dread coming back in full force.

She nodded.

“Time is moving very slowly, but it’s still moving. Not even an Archon can stop Time dead.”

“Then how long do they have?” I asked.

“At the rate things are proceeding? Two and a half, maybe three, months before the explosion consumes the first Warden. Another one after that to get to Lady Time, who’s out front, a few more weeks to eat through her Shields... then that’s it. She’ll... the Spell will end and so will the rest of them.”

God damn it. I swear, every time I set foot anywhere near that continent, something went horribly wrong.

“Okay,” I said, pushing my emotions down with the ease of long practice. “You said that it was theoretically possible to get them out of there?”

“Yes, but the power requirements against this sort of dilation are enormous, and the Spell becomes harder to maintain the further in you move. It would be like trying to burrow my way through concrete while more concrete is being poured in behind me. While juggling grand pianos. One handed.”

“But it is possible,” I pressed.

“The Spell exists, if that’s what you mean.”

“It is. What I’m getting then, is that we need a way to power the Spell and another to maintain it against more pressure than a Magician can be expected to push against, yes?”

“In short, but that hardly does the problem justice!”

“I figured. Well, power we can provide. There is a technique that allows Magicians to pool their power. I will arrange for an associate of mine to begin training your men,” that last I said to Walder and Clemens. I was thinking of Glass and his Circle, who could merge their powers under a single mind. That should do the job, as long as the Magicians in question were properly trained first.

“As for the Spell and its difficulty, an Enchanted object should suffice to brace your Constructs and enhance your Will. Do we have any Master Enchanters with experience at temporal manipulation?” I said; this to Walder.

He shook his head. “Master Enchanters, yes, Temporal manipulation, no.”

“I’ll take whoever you have. Ms. Umaira, can you cast a Time Lock?”

“Yes, but not a very good one, and only to speed up time. I use it as a method of physical enhancement.”

“Would you be willing to learn how to slow time so we can practice?”

“Of course. Anything.”

The two other Senior Wardens finally arrived as I was thinking. Killian’s was a woman by the name of Onyx (the names kept getting more and more ridiculous); she was tall and thin, with sharp features and dark hair, dressed all in a black, shiny material covered with straps bearing bladed weapons. Palmyra’s was a robed woman with short hair that could have beaten a rock into submission by the looks of her. I called her kind battle-nuns and they had the attitude to match.

“Then that’s the plan,” I said once everyone was assembled. “The Wardens will protect the site with Fortress Shields and Jammers. I leave it to you to figure out a rotation. Meanwhile, I will work with your Enchanter and Ms. Umaira to produce a device that will allow her, with the aid of donated power, to get through the Time Lock and rescue the First Circle. I will need... ten of your strongest to work with Ms. Umaira and my associate to learn how to link their Wells together and work as one. I ask for ten because I want an Archon’s wattage at least available for the Spell. Is that acceptable?”

“I have a question,” Palmyra’s Warden said with a growl. “How do we know this wasn’t you? The energy that came out of there is a match for one of your damned inventions!”

I turned a truly acidic glare on the woman as my rage reached all new heights. It was all I could do not to shout at her for being so damned stupid.

Unfortunately, there was similar doubt on some of the faces around me, and shouting would only make things worse. I needed their cooperation; desperately.

I opened my mouth to explain, but Orpheus of all people beat me to it.

“Do you know who I am?” he said to the battle-nun.

“Orpheus Kron,” she said, her hostile expression not changing.

“Good. Then you know what loyalty I have for my matriarch and what little I’m likely to have for him?”

She nodded.

“Well, I’m telling you it wasn’t Graves. I was standing next to him when it all happened. It was a complete shock. You can’t fake that biological response, not to me. And besides which, he all but begged them not to go in there. He knew something was off and tried to warn them. They wouldn’t go for it.”

The nun looked even angrier, if anything.

“Look, we don’t have time for this. Get a Telepath you trust and I’ll let him or her test my veracity,” I said.

She blinked. “You’d allow that?” she asked, now looking doubtful.

“Yes. Just get it done, please. We’re wasting time.”

“I can do it,” she said.

I nodded and lowered my defences. She slipped into my mind almost tentatively. I felt her shame at what she was doing even as she started rifling through my recent memories, prodding me with key words and images. She was as gentle as she could be, but she wasn’t the most subtle of Telepaths and she bruised my psyche a little before she was satisfied.

“I believe you. I apologise... my Lord Primal.” She bowed low.

“No problem. Any more issues with the plan?”

“Don’t you really think that you should check with me, first?” whispered the very last voice I needed to hear at that moment.

Would this day never get better?

I turned slowly.

“Lord Shadow,” I said as politely as I could, “what can I do for you?”
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He was dressed in a charcoal-grey suit with a dark, purple tie, the outfit accented with platinum at his cuffs and collar. The Signet ring of the First Shadow was prominent on his left hand.

“You can tell me what’s going on, for a start,” Rerek said, a disturbing smile flitting across his features before vanishing behind a calm facade.

The Wardens stiffened. Umaira looked confused as she saw my brother’s face.

“Does anyone else think that he already knows?” Orpheus muttered.

I chose to pretend he hadn’t said that.

Because the alternative was too horrible.

And, thankfully, also quite unlikely. If this was anything, it was the work of the Children of Osiris, and there was no way Rerek was with them, the timeline didn’t fit. He was just too new to the scene. Whether that would remain the case...

“The First Circle is within a Time Lock,” I said, “along with twenty-two Wardens, including two Warden Commanders. We are working on a solution.”

“What kind of solution?” he asked, walking around me, casting Mage Sight as he went; something Desmond had never been able to do.

“It’s still early days, yet. I’ll let you know when the details are more concrete.”

“This really seems like the kind of thing that a more... experienced person should be dealing with. This site should be turned over to the African Council; it’s in their territory, after all, and their Mages are more than qualified.”

The Wardens looked at one another and then, finally, at me. Apparently I was to do the talking.

Terrific.

“First, no. And second... definitely no. Third, I wouldn’t trust Yoruba to organise a piss-up at a brewery. Four, see one and two.”

He turned to face me, his eyes clouding. I met his stare evenly.

“I think there might be some confusion, Lord Primal. This is the business of the First Circle, of which you are not a part,” he said in a dangerous tone.

I’m sure it would have been very intimidating... to someone who hadn’t been screamed at by things far worse than a glorified tapeworm squatting inside an idiot.

“Regardless. I will be happy to take advice, but I will not allow any actions to be taken that might endanger them. That is final.”

“You will not... allow?” he asked evenly.

“Quite.”

“I am the First Shadow, Graves. You will obey or you will stand aside. Those are your only choices.”

“No, they really aren’t.”

He smiled. It was disgusting.

“Things have changed, Graves. In our previous dealings there were four Archons behind you, and now there aren’t. Are you quite sure you’re ready to go up against the one that’s left all on your own, little brother?” he asked.

“He’s not alone,” growled Walder.

“What he said,” Clemens agreed, coming up on my other side, his gun now in-hand.

Rerek chuckled darkly.

“But why the attitude? I’m only trying to do what’s best for your principals. Who do you think is more likely to succeed at getting them out of there; a boy or an entire government?”

“As the Lord Primal says,” Walder replied, “we welcome assistance, resources and suggestions, but no actions will be taken without his consent. And ours.”

“Then you’ll permit additional personnel to lend a hand?” he asked.

Walder looked to me again.

“Not at the moment,” I replied. “Wardens will secure the scene first. And even then, nobody but them gets within a hundred metres of the Lock. Any that try will find themselves in trouble.”

“You know, this is starting to sound a little suspicious, Graves,” he said, smiling again. “You say the Archons are trapped, but you won’t let one of their number close. You say that you’re working on a way to get them out, but you won’t tell me what it is.”

“Because you are about as trustworthy as a wolf in an unattended butcher’s shop. I wouldn’t tell you the time, much less what I might be doing to free the only four people on the face of the Earth you have to share power with.”

“You wound me,” he said dramatically.

“Not yet, but try me.”

He laughed.

“Fine. Really all I need to do is wait what... four months, is it? At that point, you cease to be... obstructive and I can deal with the problem myself. In the meantime, have at it.”

He vanished as quickly as he’d appeared and it was all I could do not to start swearing.

I turned towards the various Wardens.

“I don’t know if he had anything to do with any of this—in fact, I rather doubt he did—but I fully expect him to capitalise on it. I have exactly one Conclave contact I can call to send out a warning and get the real version of what happened here out. What about the rest of you?”

“We all have contacts in our spheres,” Onyx said. “Africa is a problem; they take delight in ignoring the authority of the Archons, but we should be able to get the word out to southern Europe, the Americas and Oceania. The Far East and Russia are relative dead-zones as far as our kind are concerned, but what few Magicians there are won’t care one way or another. That leaves Central and Northern Europe.”

“Britain and probably the Commonwealth, I can deal with,” I replied. “But I have a... strained relationship with France and Spain, and they have a lot of influence.”

“I have some friends in Italy; a few more in Portugal and even one or two in Paris. They’ll listen to me and get the word out,” said Palmyra’s Warden. When she’d been in my head, she let slip that her name was Lisa Dent. It suited her...

“Thank you. How many can each of your forces spare to watch the Lock?” I asked. “I understand that each of you has other commitments.”

“Twenty-two losses are bad, but not fatal,” Walder replied. “We can spare more than enough for a complete garrison and still have sufficient bodies to guard our principles’ holdings and dependents. But we won’t have enough to spare for anything else. Like stopping a rogue Archon, for example.”

“I have a few contacts for that,” I said, though that list was not long. I was going to be calling in a lot of my favours over this. “I can expand our numbers a bit. Give us a bit of breathing room. Would you be willing to accept trustworthy help guarding the Lock?”

“If they’re willing to accept a Telepathic scan first,” Walder replied.

“Shouldn’t be a problem. Does anyone know what Rerek’s Warden corps looks like at the moment?”

“A dozen or so, but only four are Magicians and none are stronger than a mid-range Wizard,” Onyx said.

“That will change rapidly,” Walder said. “He is the recognised authority now. The Circle made sure of that when they went around the various Conclaves and introduced him.”

Something I’d helped with... crap.

“Can you still spare a guard for Ms. Umaira?” I asked.

“Certainly,” Walder replied, “two, even.”

“Good. And which one of you is senior?” I asked, looking towards the gathered leaders.

“Me, I should think,” Walder said, turning his armoured head towards the others, who nodded.

“Then, unless anyone has objections, you should be in charge of the combined efforts. We can’t have any confusion over the next few weeks.”

Clemens and Dent nodded. Onyx shrugged, but didn’t argue.

“Okay. Any questions?”

There were a few, which I answered as best I could. I made sure each of the Commanders had a direct number and a backup for me, then I turned to Orpheus, who had finally put his phone down.

“I’d understand if you wanted to be here, but I could really use you with me, especially if someone does drop the Hunger again. We’re more or less it for an emergency response team.”

“I’ll go with you. Apart from anything else, I give you credibility that you’re going to need.”

I hadn’t even thought of that.

“Thanks.”

“Not doing it for you, Graves,” he said, his eyes turning towards the building that might end up being the grave of his family’s matriarch.

I nodded and turned towards Umaira. “Would you be willing to stay with me until this is resolved, Ms. Umaira? I don’t think there’s a threat to you yet, but I’d rather not take chances.”

“Of course, my lord, whatever you need. And it’s just Umaira.”

“Then call me Mathew.”

She smiled and I opened a Portal home.

“If you need anything, let me know,” I said to the Commanders, who nodded back.

I stepped through.




Chapter 23



God, but there was so much to do.

“Would you find the Captain, Tethys and Demise and get them to meet me in the drawing room, please?” I asked Orpheus, pulling my phone for the first of what was likely to be many unpleasant conversations.

“Of course,” he said, marching off at pace.

“This way, Umaira,” I said, leading the way as I dialled Hellstrom’s number.

“Primus’ office,” said her assistant.

“It’s Graves. We have an emergency.”

“I’ll put you right through, my Lord.”

That was not a fun conversation. I’d never heard so many different swear words in one place before. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to be blaming me, though I anticipated someone doing that before long.

“Tell me you can fix this, Graves,” she whispered when she was done massacring the English language and several others besides.

“If it’s literally the last thing I do,” I promised.

“Okay. What do you need?”

“Not sure, yet. If you could keep any counter-narrative from taking shape and forestall any official attempts to take control of the scene, I’d appreciate it.”

“I’ll do my best. At the least, I should be able to get you a warning before anything happens.”

“Great. And if you could find me some trustworthy Combat Mages to join the Garrison, that would be immensely helpful. The Wardens are going to be stretched.”

“Consider it done.”

“Thank you, your Grace.”

“We do what we must, Graves. This is no time for messing around; I either work with you, or I work with an unsupervised Archon of the Black.”

“You flatterer, you.”

She laughed. “Stay in touch.”

“You too.”

We hung up, and that left me in the Drawing Room with my inner circle plus Umaira, Orpheus and Lexi. I introduced our new arrival and then I got to go through the whole ugly story again. Cassandra went pale, Demise went ivory-white and everyone else but Umaira looked like they wanted to be sick. I couldn’t blame them.

“But I’m confident that our plan will work,” I said once I was done.

“You mean your plan,” Lexi pointed out.

“In some ways, yes,” I replied, not sure where she was going with this.

“No offence, Mathew, but are you out of your mind? You aren’t up to this!”

I frowned, but didn’t shout as I desperately wanted to. My anger was a response to the situation, not to the woman herself, and it wasn’t fair to take out my frustrations on others. Anyway, Lexi was doing enough of that for the both of us.

“What would you have me do, then?” I asked reasonably.

“Get someone qualified!”

“Were you listening to the plan, at all? That’s exactly what I’m doing.”

“No, you’re getting the only experts we have in the field and then forcing them to conform to your ideas. That’s not the same thing!”

“Ross...” Cassandra snarled.

“No!” Lexi snapped back. “This isn’t some stupid local crap or some creature that needs dealing with. This is the damned First Circle of Magi, and we’re pinning our hopes on a kid?!”

Cassandra made to stand, but I put a gentle hand on her shoulder and she subsided.

“Let’s have a chat, Lexi,” I said, standing and gesturing towards the door.

“Anything you have to say to me, you can say here in front of everyone!” she barked.

“Warden Ross, let’s get one thing straight,” I replied, wrestling hard with my temper, “this is my home. You do not dictate to me here.”

She snorted.

“Please come with me, and let’s be civilised about this.”

She crossed her arms.

Cassandra looked like she was about to start whistling like a kettle, such was her building fury. Only my hand restrained her from making a terrible mess of an already tense situation.

“Now, Lexi,” I said, more firmly this time.

She turned towards Tethys.

“Don’t look at her, Warden,” I said, a little harder this time, some of my impatience bleeding through. “First and foremost, you answer to me. Now, either get up and follow me or leave my house. Those are your choices.”

She gritted her teeth, but she stood.

“Back in a moment,” I said to the others, leading the way into the hall and closing the door behind us.

“Let’s be clear,” I said to her cooly, “there is no time for this crap, do you understand me?”

“Are you saying disagreement with your word is crap, now?” she sneered. “Who’s trying to take advantage of the Archons being locked up, now?”

Suddenly I was in front of her, my eyes an inch from hers.

“I’m sorry, Warden, but I’m not sure I caught that last part. Would you care to repeat it?” I said quietly.

She swallowed. “No,” she said, her voice shaking.

I kept her gaze until she looked away and then I stepped back.

“I may not be the best one for the job, but I’m all there is. I have a plan that I expect to work and I don’t trust who would be sent in to tackle the problem if I wasn’t there. If you come up with something better, then bring it up and I will gladly do that instead, but you will not spread panic and dissent. You will not undermine my authority, because that’s the only thing currently standing between us and up to twenty years with Rerek as the only Archon, do you understand all that?”

The new Archons would need to be conceived, born, grow up, be discovered, trained... and at any time throughout all of that, they might fall under Rerek’s influence. It would be a debacle of astronomic proportions.

“Don’t talk down to me!” Lexi snapped.

“Then don’t make me!”

“Who the hell are you to dictate to the whole damned world? What if you’re wrong?!”

“Then we’re screwed. But then we’re also screwed if I do nothing. In the end, that has nothing to do with our conversation. Are you capable of doing your job, without interference and with respect, or must I look for another Warden?”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she hissed. “She’d never forgive you.”

“First, yes she would. Second, I don’t control Tethys, if she wants to see you outside of this house, that’s her business, but you will not be allowed in here.”

“You are such a bastard,” she snarled.

“And that is the very last one of those you get,” I said, my eyes narrowing. “You are either a Warden or you are a civilian. Make your choice; do it now. I have expended all the time I have to spare for nonsense.”

She twitched, her mouth twisting into a snarl. I was worried she’d take a swing.

Eventually, she stood to attention, eyes straight ahead.

“What are you orders, my lord?” she said in a level tone.

“For the moment, get out of my sight,” I said.

Her face twisted, but she nodded tensely, turned on her heel and left.

I let out a breath and moved back to the door, which I opened to reveal three heads with their ears next to the keyhole.

Cassandra coughed. “We thought we saw woodworm,” she said, looking rather sheepish.

“That sounds about right for the day so far,” I said as Demise and Tethys scampered back to their chairs. Umaira tried to pretend that she didn’t find any of them insane, bless her.

I shut the door behind me and retook my seat.

“My apologies, Umaira, you didn’t need to see our dirty laundry.”

“Didn’t hear a thing,” she said innocently.

I smiled and turned to Tethys. “Sorry,” I said.

She chuckled. “If you hadn’t done that, I would,” she said, turning a smouldering look on me. “I liked the tone, though. Rather got me going.”

“Yes, actually. That may, in fact, be the first time you ever acted like an actual boss,” Cassandra said. “I may be the tiniest little bit proud.”

“Sorry if I stepped on your toes, though.”

“And we’re back,” she said with a disappointed sigh.

I poked her ribs, making her jump. “You know what I mean. The Wardens are your domain.”

“They are still your Wardens,” she reminded me. “And she was way out of line.”

“I really do want input,” I clarified. “I just can’t afford that sort of drama from within. Not now.”

“Preaching to the choir, Graves,” Orpheus said with a smirk. “There’s nobody here who’s siding with the shrieking ninny.”

“Hey!” Tethys complained. “That’s my toy you’re talking about—friend! I meant friend.”

“No you didn’t,” Cassandra and I replied in unison, which raised a laugh.

“Okay. Umaira, please make yourself at home. Cassandra will show you around while we start making some arrangements for the work ahead. If you need or want anything, or have any ideas about our problem, don’t hesitate to talk to one of us. Once your bodyguards arrive, Lexi can take you home for any of your possessions you wish to have around you. This may take some time, after all.”

“Thank you.”

“Cassie?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll be off as well,” Orpheus said. “The family wanted constant updates.”

“Don’t give them too much. Compartmentalise as much as possible,” I said.

“Teach your grandmother to suck eggs, Graves,” he said with a smile before stomping off.

“You’ll do fine,” Demise said with a smile of her own before leaving me alone with Tethys.

I sighed and stood again so I could start removing my gear.

“So... now that it’s just the two of us, how close are you to howling at the moon right now?”

I took a breath. I wish she hadn’t asked that. It forced me to acknowledge the growing tide of panic and terror that was only barely being suppressed by anger and sheer stubbornness.

“Pretty close. God, Tethys...” I managed, my shoulders sagging as the weight of the world seemed to descend on them.

She came over and pulled me close. She kissed my cheek and held me tightly.

“You’re okay,” she whispered. “You’ve got this.”

My breath trembled.

“It shouldn’t be me, Love,” I said. “Of all of them, I’m the one people are most likely to form an angry mob over. And Rerek was right, my safety net’s gone. This could be a disaster.”

“And yet, I don’t think that’s what’s really bothering you,” she said, helping me get the rest of my gear off.

I nodded, looking away.

“If I fail... if I can’t get them out of that trap and they die... then I’m going to have to... I don’t see how the world remains as it is if I don’t...”

Tethys sat me down and took my hand.

“Say it.”

“I’ll have to get rid of Desmond.”

“Rerek.”

“A distinction without a difference. I’ll have to kill him. I can’t risk him still being around when the next generation of Archons come into their own. He’ll twist them, or he’ll just use the Gods’ Blade, which I just know he’ll get a hold of eventually. I have no illusions about that.”

She held me tightly, and it helped, but only a little.

Unsaid, but no less voluble for that, was the simple fact that if it came to that, it was because I wasn’t going to be around, either. Something that became more and more likely every day without the First Circle stabilising things and properly managing their resources. My chances of finding an Ectomancer had just dropped even further.

“What are the chances of success?” she asked.

I puffed out a breath.

“Time Magic is beyond me, but we have access to some impressive resources. It should be possible to produce an object capable of helping Umaira with the job. It is possible to provide the necessary power. The only issue is how long we have. Three months isn’t that long to perfect an unfamiliar branch of Enchantment, gather the necessary materials, account for failures, make a final product and use it. There is a month of leeway, but only at the cost of some of the trapped Wardens, and I can’t plan with that in mind. Three months.”

“You can do it,” she said firmly.

“It won’t be for lack of trying, that’s for damned sure!”

She chuckled and leaned against me.

“And I need you to start moving some funds around. I may need to call in the Sons of Lethe again.”

Big group of Death Mages that included some Sorcerers. Mostly a group of scholars, but they could be useful in a pinch, and if ever there was a pinch...

Expensive, though. Not as expensive as crafting ingredients capable of taking a Time Enchantment, but still.

“I thought you might. I’ve got some liquid reserves. And consider tapping the other Warden Corps. They aren’t without funds, I should think.”

“Good idea. We’ll need to pool our resources for this.”

“And... Rerek? What do you think he’s going to do?”

“I wish I knew. I don’t even know what he wants. Ultimate power? Something to rule? I don’t know him. He could just do his job and let me do mine, but I’m not that optimistic.”

“Is there anything to be said for being... proactive?”

“I’ve done what I can. I’ve rallied what few allies I have, and what friends they have. But, again, without knowing what he’s after, I can’t do a damned thing. Not without starting something I might not be able to finish, which I certainly can’t afford right now.”

She nodded.

“I’ll turn my people on him; make sure we know what he’s up to.”

“And... could you try and... no, that’s my mess.”

“Lexi?”

I nodded.

“She needed that swift snap back to her senses, Matty. She was making things worse in a time when we needed anything but.”

“Still, I’m not so over-burdened with Wardens that I can afford to alienate one of the few I have left.”

“I’ll have a word.”

“No; my responsibility.”

She smiled.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. I just like this authoritative side of you.”

“Available for a limited time only,” I replied with a smile of my own.

She laughed and kissed me. Then I went off to see if I could dig myself out of my hole.




Chapter 24



Didn’t work. Lexi was so frosty you could have chipped an iceberg off her pinched face.

Probably not a good sign, but I had other things to deal with and didn’t have time to waste on a lost cause. As long as she did her job, I’d just have to live with her mood.

Umaira’s bodyguards arrived within an hour: two of Kron’s mammoths in three-piece suits that were so heavily Enchanted they may as well have just worn their armour. They carried pistols, which was a departure from Kron’s normal practice... until I saw that they were Enchanted as well. It seemed to be some sort of Warping Spell that I guessed would twist the target though a singularity and spray their remains over a square mile. Nasty.

I put it on my list of things to learn...

The Enchanter I’d requested took considerably longer to arrive, but he did; just after dinner that night.

He was tall and of average build, though fit. He wore an immaculate, navy-blue suit with white shirt and striped tie. His hair was carefully styled and he wore a moustache that had been heavily waxed; you could probably have used it as a toothpick. He smelled faintly of perfume and introduced himself simply as Maximilian.

I invited him into my drawing room and took him through what I needed.

“Impossible,” he said simply once I was done.

I was somewhat taken aback, I’ll admit. “Sorry?” I managed.

“Can’t be done,” he clarified. His accent was vaguely French, but there was a certain amount of Italian in there. The attitude of superiority, I couldn’t place.

“Why?”

“Materials. There are exactly three that can take a Time Enchantment: Storm Opal, Adam’s Sand and Hellion Glass. I don’t have any, and neither does anyone else I know.”

“I have some Storm Opal,” I said. “And I think I can get a little more.”

I’d looted it from Atarakis. I just hoped that Kron hadn’t had a chance to use the bit I’d given her.

“You do?! How much?!” he asked, the look in his eye almost fervent.

“Fifty-four grams,” I replied. I measured everything in that lab.

He scowled.

“Not enough. But it’s a place to start. You see, this is not a field that many have practice in, even me. I’ll need to prototype, which will use up about half of what you have; there will be no recovering it. From that, I can plan out the finished product. For what you need, I can’t see it taking less than four to five hundred grams, plus several other materials that are almost as hard to come by.”

“Do they all have to be the same? Can I get you some of the Glass and some of the sand to make up the weight, for example?”

“Yes, but the Opal is the best; I’ll need two grams of something else to replace every one you can’t get. Three times as much if we have to alloy all three materials. It’s all about efficacy and the ability to channel Magic through the Temporal Weave. Again, a lot of this is guesswork until I can get a prototype done, but this has been my experience with High Magic Enchantments.”

I nodded.

“Will you do it?” I asked. “If I can get the materials, of course.”

He looked at me, meeting my eyes for long seconds.

“Twice my normal fee. Ten percent up-front, the rest on successful delivery.”

“You’ll stay here until the work is done, I can risk no foul-ups,” I said.

“I need my workshop!”

“I have one here. I’ll send someone for anything portable, but your security is paramount.”

He frowned. “There is... danger?”

“The lives of the First Circle are in your hands. What do you think?”

“That you can’t take the chance, either way. I don’t know...”

“Triple?”

He smiled.

“Deal.”

We shook and I had one of the valets take him to my lab. I’m told that his squeal of delight at what he found there caused the dog to flee his bed two floors down.

But how was I going to get that much material? Even Kron couldn’t get Storm Opal with any regularity.

Well, there was one tried and true way to start.

Bribery.

I called everyone I knew, and I had Tethys call everyone she knew, too.

My sources largely came up empty, but I had hope. The Primus said that she’d make some enquiries for me, claiming that there was always someone with a stash. Tethys put some of her people on enquiries as well, but the rest... she put them on locating the stashes of materials that people might not necessarily be willing to sell, if you catch my drift. I didn’t really like the idea of stealing from someone who hadn’t done me any harm, but better that than the alternatives.

The next few days felt frantic to me, though, in reality, there was maybe two hours worth of things for me to do. I was, in effect, just a facilitator. I got the right people together; that was my contribution.

I hated that this was the extent to which I could be helpful, but sometimes the best thing you can do is get the hell out of the way.

First, and most importantly, I introduced Umaira to Maximilian. He all but fell to his knees in adoration at the sight of her. Smitten on the spot. I could understand that; she was a striking woman. Anyway, he bent over backwards to make her comfortable while she was helping him with his work, which reassured me.

After some consultation with our resident Time Mage, he eventually decided to make a bracelet. The design he came up with was plain, but also elegant in its way. Even the drawing was beautiful; the man was a true artist.

The list of materials for the prototype was less fun to see, though, comprising some items of such rarity that even Tethys started muttering about costs. She bought up all she could in case they’d be needed for the final product; a good bit of foresight as it turned out. We ended up with some expensive leftovers, but I’d eventually find a use for them

Glass eventually got back to me, and I put him in touch with Walder. The Councillor wasn’t especially happy about having to share his secret, but he eventually agreed. He understood what was at stake.

The Warden Commander had twelve high-end Sorcerers from the four Corps ready when Glass was, and they assembled in one of Clarion Hall’s training rooms with Umaira to start learning the shared Magic technique.

Progress was slow.

Magicians... we had egos. I know; you’re shocked. It made the surrender of Will and power to a Directing Intelligence very difficult to swallow. I couldn’t do it; I was (and am) too proud and far too stubborn to ever think that anyone could use my powers more effectively than myself. Foolish, but nobody’s perfect.

Anyway, the twelve Sorcerers were willing to learn, and they’d had years (centuries in some cases) learning to follow orders. They’d get there; it was only a matter of time and fostering trust.

I wasn’t sure of the specifics, but a big part of the preparation was all about metaphorically baring themselves to each other, talking and sharing with one another so that there would be nothing held back when the link was formed; a very intimate thing I would have run away from at speed. Only a handful of people in the world knew the inner me, and I was happy with that number remaining at its current level, thank you.

Much to my surprise, even Namia offered to help. Demanded to, in fact. She actually yelled at me for not coming to her earlier, what with her contacts on Atarakis, the largest supplier of Magical reagents. Even I wasn’t heartless enough to tell her that I hadn’t forgotten that, I just hadn’t trusted her not to slip a bomb in with the goods.

Kidding.

Mostly. Anyway, I gave her my list and that was all I saw of her for a while, which was such a shame.

When Umaira wasn’t training or helping, I did my very best to make sure that she had anything she could want or need. Tethys was a great help with that. As you might imagine, she was exceptional at ferreting out what people wanted and was even better at finding creative ways to grant it to them.

Case in point, when the first Wednesday after the Archons were trapped came around, I was in a terrible funk (which I’d thought I’d concealed pretty well). I’d actually woken up that morning in a great mood, as I always did on a Wednesday, looking forward to debate night.

But then I remembered.

Tethys, of course, noticed and instantly knew what the problem was. She produced the most immense distraction you can imagine. She dropped two dozen dancers from some of her clubs into my front hall (yes, she was still running those on the side and even continued to audition the performers personally).

When the thumping sound of the bass reached three floors up, drawing me forth from my hole, I came downstairs expecting to find that we were under attack or that someone was trying to remodel the cellar.

What I found was... well. I don’t really know how to describe it without using the word bacchanal.

Front and centre were Umaira and Maximilian, being treated like royalty by male and female performers. Umaira had her hands over her eyes, but was grinning like a loon as she peeked between her fingers. Maximilian looked like he might pass out from overstimulation.

Lexi, for the first time in days, was smiling as she was lavished by attractive female attention. Even Cassandra (who’d apparently shown up with the intent to intervene) was dancing with a tall chap that had muscles on top of muscles (her type to a tee).

I backed away, shaking my head.

Where I ran into Tethys.

Wearing very little at all.

She smiled at me and took me by the hand. We left the group to their fun, which eventually spread all over the house, leaving everyone cheerful and me thoroughly distracted.

“All thoroughly selfish,” she said much later on in the day. We’d adjourned to my room and were sprawled on the brand new, extra-wide armchair I’d ordered more or less for this exact purpose.

The TV was on, playing something funny and soothing in the background; nothing with blood or drama. That was something I’d found as time went on; my taste in entertainment had shifted away from action and darker, grittier stuff and towards comedy. I think, perhaps, I’d just had enough of the former in my life without dragging it into my leisure.

“Well, feel free to be just as selfish tomorrow,” I replied, squeezing her a little and making her giggle.

“No, silly. I had to get that new girl out of the way. She was eyeing you up far too intently. I needed to distract her before we had an incident.”

“Who’s this?” I asked.

“Good grief. Men...” she said with a sigh. “Umaira. She wants your bones.”

“I think you might be mistaken there, Love.”

“Me? Mistaken about that? Please.”

“Okay, fair. But from the way she was trying not to look at your muscular and well-oiled... associate, I would say that I am not her type.”

“Lust isn’t the same as desire, Mathew. Anyone would have been distracted by those abs.”

“Anyone, eh?”

“Anyone who likes men.”

“Ouch.”

“Oh, you know what I mean. And she wasn’t the only one who needed a little distraction. Lexi had to be occupied as well if we were going to get a bit of time to ourselves. She’s getting clingy again.”

“I think that we might be approaching a... decision regarding the Lexi situation,” I said carefully.

She turned to look at me and smiled, leaning up to kiss my lips.

“I know,” she said. “I’d have arranged a discreet exit by now if she weren’t your Warden.”

“What, really?”

Tethys nodded.

“She’s been here too long. She’s getting too attached and can’t understand the difference between sex and love to a Succubus.”

“It is a tricky line.”

She paused and turned so that she could look me in the eye.

“It is also a line that doesn’t apply to you. Understand?”

“Of course,” I said, leaning my head against hers. “That was never in doubt.”

She grinned and pecked my lips again.

“You’re going to think this is funny...” I began.

“The way you said that makes me doubt it,” she replied, pinching my thigh.

I chuckled.

“Well, the only reason I hadn’t gotten Jen to take her off our hands is that I thought you wanted to keep her. I had a better paid job all lined up for her, but never pulled the trigger.”

“Crap.”

“Quite.”

“We need to work on our relationship communication. I was afraid of something like this.”

“We’re doing alright. I just didn’t want to make you feel like you had to pick between me and your lifestyle.”

“And I didn’t want you to think I was interfering with your Wardens.”

I sighed and held her tighter.

“Oops,” I said.

She laughed and leaned into me.

“For the record,” I said gently, “I never think you’re interfering. And there is no inconvenience for me that is worth unhappiness to you. Not one. And there is nobody that I wouldn’t reassign to the desert who was a problem for you.”

“Now that you mention it, Cassandra has been a bit annoying, lately,” she said mischievously.

“Ha! You love that woman and wouldn’t know what to do if you didn’t have your morning gossip.”

She blushed. “Spotted that, did you?”

“I know everything,” I whispered in her ear, which made her tremble in a rather wonderful fashion.

“Why the hell did that get me going?! That was creepy!”

“Was it?” I whispered again, nosing her ear this time.

“Are you sure you’re not part Incubus?!”

“My school dating record says no.”

She laughed.

“Yes, that is rather disgusting. Eight hundred hormonal teens, two hundred and six of them girls-“

“How do you know the exact number?”

“-and you managed to pull exactly one of them.”

“Technically three. One against my will and one who turned out to be a lunatic.”

“Yes, that improves the statistics, mention those again.”

I tickled her and she squealed before spinning to overpower me and plant a kiss that took my breath away.

As I looked into her eyes, the whole world faded away and Tethys was all there was. Her beautiful face and her wonderful smile pushed everything else out of my mind but the happiness I felt when she was near.

“I love you very much,” I said, “I just wanted you to know that.”

“I want to see other people.”

I tickled her again.




Chapter 25



“Mathew? You need to wake up, we have a situation.”

I don’t know if anything I said in reply to that was words, but if they were, they wouldn’t have been polite.

Cassandra dealt with this by pulling my sheets off and twisting some things that really only a girlfriend had any business being near.

“Oh good God why?!” I squealed (in a manly way, of course).

“Warden-commander Walder’s here to see you.”

The clock said three in the morning, no wonder I felt like crap. I cast a Nerve Stimulation Spell that got my thinking back up to speed, rushing to pull on a proper shirt, trousers, socks and slippers.

I nodded to Cassandra when I was ready.

She opened the door. “Please come in.”

Walder was still in his armour, minus the helmet, revealing a face that was very distinctive; the kind of craggy, chiselled looks that spoke of immense confidence, patience and calm. The face a mountain would have if it took human form. His dark, brown eyes were hard, but not harsh; his salt-and-pepper hair was cut short.

“What can I do for you, Commander?” I asked without preamble. I doubted he would want to waste time if he were there in person.

“There have been developments, neither of them good. First, there is a large presence from the African Council gathering around the exclusion zone we’ve set up. We don’t think they’re friendly.”

“I’ll come talk to them,” I said, moving to the rest of the clothes I’d set out for the next day.

“My thanks, but they’re not what I came here for. I need you to deal with something more pressing. We’ve lost contact with a Maintenance Team.”

Now, normally, when you hear the words ‘maintenance team’ it doesn’t conjure dread. But the way he said it made certain parts of me try to crawl up inside my chest cavity.

“Maintenance Team?” I asked.

“You don’t know? Damn it. How to get this across quickly...” he frowned. “You know that there are extra-dimensional threats? Monsters, godlings, ancient horrors?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Well, over time, some of them have got through to our world, generally wreaking some sort of havoc in the process. Most of the time, someone drives them off or destroys them, but a few of those threats proved difficult to deal with and are still here. Locked away, sealed, warded, you get the idea.”

“I think I see where this is going,” I said tiredly.

And he just had to be kidding. Right? Didn’t we have enough to deal with?

“There are teams that keep an eye on these things. They maintain the Seals and the Wards; they make sure that the Spells keeping these things trapped or asleep remain at full power. There is a schedule, managed by the Senior Archon.”

Kron... who couldn’t at the moment.

“Teams do go missing from time to time. There are cults that worship these things, exotic energy can bleed through and disorient the team members, Black Magic can erupt from some of them... any number of things, really. When that happens, an alert comes through to Lady Time and she deals with it.”

Oh God...

“How long was the alert going before anyone noticed?” I asked, yanking on clothes and Enchanted items at a breakneck pace.

“Hours,” Walder replied.

“Christ. Cassie, go get Lexi, Orpheus and Clarke. Then tell Tethys to call the Sons of Lethe and put them on high alert.”

“Your Wardens are outside. Get in here!” she bellowed before pulling her phone and dialling.

The trio came in, all armed for battle, Cassie had been her usual proactive self.

“What worries me about this is that it seems to be happening at the same time that the Council is making mischief,” Walder said. “Otherwise I’d deal with it myself, but I don’t dare if something’s been planned. I’m not especially happy about being away this long.”

“I understand. Coordinates?”

“With your Space Mage.”

“Thanks, Commander.”

“Don’t thank me. Men have gone mad dealing with this thing. Mister Kron used to be on one of the Teams. He can fix the problem if things haven’t gone too far.”

Walder vanished before I could ask any follow-up questions.

Damn, damn, damn!

Lexi’s Portal opened next to a windswept island in the Atlantic Ocean. There was a little light from the moon, but not enough to see by. I cast Dark Sight, which was a simple Spell that gathered up different kinds of energy and fed it directly to my brain. A poor man’s Mage Sight, if you like.

“Right, I’ll try to keep this simple, because this is the one you don’t want going wrong,” Orpheus said as he led the way.

“Should we be getting more people?” I asked.

“If it’s a simple problem, they won’t matter, if it’s not... they won’t help.”

“Terrific.”

We’d appeared on a stone slab that jutted out into the water. Perfectly circular, it had once been covered with images, now lost to time and wear. I could feel faint traces of Magic in the work, long faded and unable to function. In front of us was a slim bridge that connected the circle to a chunk of rock no more than a hundred metres across.

It was little more than a large, black hill sticking out of the water; no plants and certainly no animals. Not even birds making their nests in crevices.

That was explained as soon as I stepped from the circle and onto the bridge. An awful, oppressive presence settled on me, filling me with fear and what I can only describe as mortal
dread. The feeling you’d get when walking to your execution. Every step forwards became an effort. Even stoic Orpheus moved slower, as if through water. Lexi looked like she wanted to bolt and Clarke was gritting his teeth against it.

It wasn’t even Magic, that was the terrible thing. That, we could have countered. No, this was something else, something we couldn’t touch. That, alone, would have been enough to give me pause.

“We call them Defilers,” Orpheus said, his voice thick. “They are, to my knowledge, the most dangerous things in Creation. The Dark Ones, like the one you destroyed over Stonebridge, they were made to fight these things and they lost. That feeling? That’s our reality rebelling against one we call Behemoth. He isn’t of this place, even this reality, and his power, his very being, is completely alien to us, to the point where even his presence causes chaos. We instinctively recoil from it as a defence mechanism. Unprotected, we’re putty.”

“Sound like Black Magic,” I said.

He shook his head. “Black Magic can bend and break the rules of nature, sure, but Behemoth simply makes his own rules.”

“Why Behemoth?” I asked. I knew that name.

We stepped off the bridge and moved along a path made of cut stone, just as old as everything else. It was perfectly straight, vanishing into the side of the hill, through an archway held up by pure, white columns.

“Not his actual name, of course. Someone tried to learn his real name, once. I believe the man’s brain transformed into carnivorous tentacles.”

I winced. We all did.

“He was summoned for the first time not very far from here, about a mile that way,” he said, gesturing at open ocean, “that was about three thousand years ago.”

“What happened?” Lexi asked, her voice tiny and afraid. I didn’t blame her.

“Well, let’s put it this way, this island? It’s all that’s left of what you would know as Atlantis.”

I staggered and nearly tripped over.

“What?!” I said. “That’s a thing?!”

“Not as you know it, but yes. There isn’t a lot of accurate information, for reasons I think you can probably guess: city, Magic, sunk into the ocean... what wasn’t torn apart and sucked into a dimension of unending horror, anyway.”

“Lovely,” I said.

Orpheus stopped in front of the archway. It looked like the facade of a Greek temple; columns and a pointed top. Again, the carvings had faded, but the marble was still bright.

“Not good,” he said, gesturing at the opening, “the gates are always supposed to be locked. Even when the Maintenance Team is in there. They lock it behind them.”

He moved forwards again and into a roughly-cut passage with uneven floors. There was even less light in there. I switched to Mage Sight; I’d been trying to conserve energy, but there was no helping it, now.

The passage was... odd. I could see the stone alright, but noting beyond it. There didn’t seem to be Magic repelling the Sight, but something sure was. It wound downwards and back on itself, spiralling deeper into the earth. I didn’t like that much. The place seemed too rough-hewn to stay solid, and yet it obviously had.

“If Behemoth is as powerful as you say, how was it imprisoned?” I asked, to break the silence more than anything else.

“The Archons of the day fought it until it was a broken wreck of a thing, at which point they were able to place massive Wards on its mind and body. They wanted to finish it off, but they didn’t know what would happen if they did. It might have been drawn back into its realm, it might have exploded, it might have evaporated and reformed in another part of the world.... they didn’t know, so they bound it.”

“I’d have taken the chance,” Lexi said, “rather than leave something like that lying around!”

“It was not ‘lying around’,” Orpheus shot back, “it was carefully and painstakingly bound, Warded and guarded. As long as you top up and renew the Wards every few hundred years, everything is fine.”

That sounded like a terrible plan to me. I actually agreed with Lexi. When in doubt, kill it with fire; that’s my policy on extra-dimensional, realty-warping horrors.

“Why did nobody tell me about this?” I asked as we passed through our third complete turn downwards.

“Would you have wanted to know?”

I had to think about that.

“Well, I need to know now. How many more of these problems are there?”

“Things the Archons were monitoring? Lots; dozens, certainly. If you’re asking how many things like Behemoth are around... well, if you recognised the name, at all, I think you can guess.”

I sighed.

“One other?” I offered.

He nodded.

“Huh?” Clarke asked.

“Behemoth is from the bible. One of two creatures of primordial chaos. Leviathan is the other,” I explained.

“Not quite what they are, and that’s a problem for another day. But yes, we have two. And so you know, Behemoth is the cuddly one. Pray nobody ever wakes Leviathan.”

“Thanks, Orpheus, I didn’t need to sleep ever again, really.”

He snorted.

“Don’t worry about her. Her Wards are good for another millennium or so. If you want to worry, worry about Tiamat. We don’t even know what that thing is, and those Wards only have a few decades left in them.”

“What’s that, now?”

“Nothing. Here.”

He stopped at a patch of wall in the middle of the corridor and placed a hand on it. Magic pulsed in a very peculiar frequency, and then a chunk of the previously solid rock just vanished as if it had never been there.

“Easy as pie-“

“Look out!” Clarke roared, yanking Orpheus out of the way... which gave the reanimated corpse that would have slammed into him a free run right at me instead.




Chapter 26



Now, I was wearing my Mirror Belt... but it wasn’t on. Thus, the creature barrelled right into me and knocked me over, its teeth clacking shut as it tried to gnaw on me.

Instantly, I could feel that I was in far worse trouble than I’d first thought. This wasn’t any normal Reanimate (if you could call such a thing normal), it was a Host to the Hunger.

The Black Hunger.

Now, leaving aside the imminent threat to life and limb, this was bad news. It almost certainly meant the Snakes were responsible for this, and it definitely meant that things had now become far more complicated.

Because I highly doubted that the Maintenance Team were all Pureborn.

It was all I could do not to scream in terror, and only a supreme effort of mental control prevented the complete panic that would have turned me into a human-shaped explosive.

I really needed to get a handle on that fear. It would be easier if it was irrational, but I actually had been eaten alive once, and no matter what I did, the idea of it happening again simply terrified me.

And that wasn’t my only problem. With the monster so close, I could feel the traces of Black Magic within the creature calling to me. It felt like my Magic was being drawn towards the Black, leaking through the gaps in my well, reaching out; longing.

I trembled as I fought back with everything I had, pushing my Magic back inside my mangled Well before everything could go to hell. Naturally, that left me very little in the way of agency with which to fight off the monster trying to eat me. It wasn’t a good moment.

After what felt like an hour, but couldn’t have been more than a second or two, Clarke kicked the Host in the head with a foot wrapped in kinetic energy. The cranium simply came off and went spinning down the passageway. I frantically covered my mouth and eyes before the resulting fluids could land on me, but I could feel the Magically-saturated blood sink into my jacket.

I threw the body away, then yanked the jacket off as quickly as I could without getting any goop on me before tossing it. I didn’t even dare to use my Amulet for fear of Black Magic contamination.

Before I could even think, much less set anything on fire like I wanted, balls of chemical energy and bolts of lightning started flying through the hole in the wall. Orpheus stepped into the path of the chemical energy and just absorbed it. It ate through his clothes, but barely did more than pink his skin a little before his powers repaired the damage.

The lightning bolt was a little stronger.

A lot stronger, in fact.

And my Aura wasn’t what it once was. Before, I’d have shrugged off that attack and laughed.

This time my Mirror Belt was active, but whoever had cast the damned lightning hadn’t been aiming at anything but an opening, and I’d been right there.

The lightning blasted me off my feet (again), and I slammed into the wall (again), this time with a broken collar bone and third degree burns.

“You alright, Graves?” Clarke asked, stepping between me and our attackers, a shield surrounding him in time to take another chemical attack.

“Yes,” I answered simply, gritting my teeth against the pain long enough to cast a Numbing Spell and then a Flesh Lattice that would knit the bone and mend the burns. Thankfully, my own Affinities were still working well enough that my mangled Aura hadn’t affected my casting speed... yet.

I folded my shirt and tucked my arm into the hem to immobilise it while the Wardens returned fire... literally in Clarke’s case. Well, steam, anyway. Fire and Water in one Spell, not so useful against a reanimated body that couldn’t feel pain, but very useful against a living target.

Orpheus, naturally, worked with chemical energy, but not in any way I’d seen before. He wrapped each tiny bolt of energy in a Dispel, weaved through with immensely complex Spells before sending them off in rapid sequence.

I got to see one of those Spells work, and it was tremendous.

There were three more Hosts. They were hiding in the chamber beyond, using the stately columns holding up the roof as cover. Two men and a woman, none in a good state, clothes and flesh torn; one of the men’s guts had spilled, not that it seemed to bother him much.

They were laughing, like the ones in Algeria had, and I shuddered at the sound. It was just... insane, that laugh. No humanity, no life. A cold, hungry laugh; that of a starving man gone so mad with need that he leaps on the first sight of flesh... no matter what it belonged to.

One of them stepped from cover to release a bolt of lightning, but that exposed him and Orpheus’ attacks struck home. Half a dozen over the course of maybe a second; they hit like hammer-blows, tearing the shield apart before sinking into the flesh underneath.

It was... beautiful. Elegant and conservative, but also brutally effective.

One would have done the job. Two would have been overkill for five men the size of the Host.

The Dispel element was the shield killer, but it also greatly slowed any attempt of the target to counter the attack, if they were capable at all. It would have been a matter of seconds. I might have been able to fight that sort of Spell if I knew it was coming and what it did.

Might.

Three of the bolts sank into the Host’s arm and chest, and that was all it took.

The Spells unpacked faster than the mind could follow before travelling up the Host’s nerves and straight to the brain, where the Constructs took effect.

Every nerve cell in the Host’s brain, every one, died. Depolarised, cell membranes disintegrated, proteins denatured, dead. Only glop was left; it was that effective.

I couldn’t help but be impressed.

Not to be outdone, I crafted a Matter Manipulation Spell and sent a quartet of them into the second male Host. He was missing an arm, but I’m sure he drew comfort from the fact that it hadn’t gone very far. The woman had it in her hand. She was apparently a snacker...

Two of my Spells burst through the monster’s shield and sank into his body, where the Constructs sought out the skull and converted the liquid water they found there into gaseous water. A simple matter of atomic vibration... but it sure made a mess.

Pop!

Splat.

Vomit.

Couldn’t help myself. The man’s head exploded. I hadn’t been expecting that, though I probably should have. Physics was physics, after all.

I straightened up to see Orpheus shaking his head, grinning. It reminded me of his matriarch in a manner I found simultaneously annoying and comforting; it was confusing.

“Yes, I know,” I grumbled before reaching into my satchel for a bottle of water which I used to swill my mouth out.

He snorted.

“You were very nearly impressive for a second, there.”

“A second of nearly-impressive is actually a new record for me.”

He lazily threw another barrage of his Spells, ending the engagement in our favour as the last Host fell over, the manic light gone from her eyes, her grizzly meal falling from her hand.

No, I wasn’t going to throw up again...

I threw up again.

“Why do you even eat before you come out?” Orpheus asked.

“I don’t, normally! I was asleep and expecting no trouble until breakfast!”

Clarke rolled his eyes and led the way into the chamber, shotgun out front, tracing it back and forth. It was a mean-looking thing, black and huge; automatic, with a drum magazine. Cassandra would have killed for one, but they were so illegal. Just the ammunition (something called a slug) would have the authorities in a tizzy.

The room where the Hosts had made their final stand seemed too large for something so far underground. The pillars were too skinny for my comfort, more like the columns made when stalactites and stalagmites met, rather than any sort of man-made, structural brace.

Orpheus knelt next to the woman’s body and grimaced as he used his Will to push her hair away from her face. He didn’t want to touch her with his hands, no doubt.

“Christine Cho. She was two hundred years old and had been doing this all her life,” he said, his voice a growl. “I knew her.”

“Sorry,” I said gently, patting his shoulder. I didn’t know what else to say. I’d gone through something similar with regards to a friend showing up with a sudden craving for exotic proteins; it wasn’t pleasant.

He nodded, then stood before setting fire to the bodies. Even the poor soul in the corridor (and out of sight) caught fire and burned to ash in moments.

“Normally I’d just desiccate the flesh with a chemical Spell, but I’m not taking chances.”

“Preaching to the choir, I’d burn this whole place down,” Clarke said as he made his way to the far end of the chamber, where there was a circle picked out in silver on a perfectly smooth bit of floor. At the centre was a smaller circle, this one of some sort of transparent crystal. It glowed softly, the light pulsing gently. Beneath it was darkness, only slightly lit by the energy. I couldn’t see much.

I frowned as I looked the crystal over. The energy pulses were speeding up. Almost imperceptibly, but still. And the light itself was changing, too. It was already considerably less white than the first time I’d seen it. A dark red was seeping into it.

Orpheus ran ahead and stood on the crystal. His Magic slipped into it and it glowed brighter.

“What the hell?!” he hissed. “This is impossible!”

“What?” I asked. “What’s happening?”

“Behemoth. It’s waking up. This makes no sense, the damned Wards are still active!”

He poured more power into the crystal.

Then I felt it.

“Stop! Stop!” I said, darting forwards.

“I can’t. If I do, it’ll wake all the way.”

“You don’t get it! The Wards are waking it. Putting more power into them is just speeding the process!”

“What are you talking about?” he asked, but he did pull back.

“Someone’s put a new construct into the Wards. It’s Black Magic, I can feel it. It’s inverting the effects of the containment Spells. The more power you put in...”

“Oh damn me... but how? That would require intimate knowledge of the damned things, and that’s Grandmother or it’s nobody...” Orpheus said, going pale.

“Not really the pressing issue, just now,” I said. “How do we stop it?”

The chamber began to tremble.

Crack!

The crystal.

Orpheus met my eyes.

We looked down. Deep beneath our feet, the gloom on the other side of the crystal was broken by the opening of a glowing, red eye. One about the diameter of a bus.

“Shit,” I managed.

Orpheus worked so quickly that I missed most of it. He reached back into the Wards and pulled apart certain components, making sure to leave what few containment constructs remained functional.

“Ross, the Jammers are down; open a Portal!”

Lexi, who had been inching her way towards the door in preparation to bolt, swallowed and cast.

“Move!” Orpheus said once it was open.

Didn’t need to tell me twice.

We emerged back on the circle at the edge of the island.

“Not far enough!” Orpheus said as the ground began to shake. There was a tremendous, wrenching crunch, and the hill started to shift.

“Twenty miles south, fifteen miles west, one hundred metres above sea level!” Orpheus snapped.

Lexi obeyed and opened another Portal, which we darted through again.

She bodged it that time, though, and I had a two-metre drop onto a slope that I barely saved myself from rolling down. The others landed perfectly, incidentally.

Orpheus cast another Spell, something Earth-based, a locator of some sort, I thought, then he started walking. I scrambled to my feet and followed. We were near the upper edge of what looked like a green crater. There were farms on the west side of the inner slopes, along with a sleepy-looking village, with some small lakes towards the centre.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Corvo Island. In the Azores,” Orpheus replied as he led us to the ridge. He started looking towards the north, and I adjusted my Mage Sight so I could as well.

“Here,” he said, sending a Mental Probe my way. “You can’t see the Prison without the proper construct.”

I let him in and I saw through his eyes.

The little island was trembling harder and harder. It continued to do so until the hill split in two.

I was horribly reminded of an egg cracking open, but what came out was far more dreadful than anything Mother Nature had ever produced.

The emergence stared with two long, arachnid legs, each tipped with three claws. They thrust out of the rock, spraying pieces of hill everywhere. The crack widened and those legs just kept coming and coming and coming, segment after segment, until there were more than three hundred metres of the things.

The claws slammed into the water, and what little remained of the island vanished into the sea as the bedrock disintegrated.

Two more legs exploded out of the surf.

The appendages were black, covered in spines, venom already forming at the tips of the latter, leaking into the water. What few living things that hadn’t had the good sense to run had died... or changed. Orpheus saw what might once have been a tuna grow a second head, this one with far too many eyes, which then tried to eat the original one.

Four more legs came forth and found purchase in the bedrock. And then they pushed.

The ocean boiled as rock shifted, creating waves that would have killed anybody in a boat.

The last of the Prison vanished, and the body appeared.

It was... imagine the worst possible combination of spider and squid, and you’ve gotten maybe a hundredth of the way there. The head was fist, a mass of ridged, spiked chitin (or what looked like chitin), more like a scorpion’s hide than a spider’s, with a dozen red eyes mounted around the top half. There was a toothed seam down the middle, tentacles at the bottom in a ring around a cavernous mouth, each branching into more and more limbs, tipped in barbs or teeth.

A thorax followed, armoured in more of the chitin, a red glow coming from the seams. The abdomen started off hard and rigid, but soon gave way to slimy flesh that split into a dozen tentacles with fanged suckers on the inside, each length tipped with a spike a dozen metres long.

As the last of the creature emerged from its prison, the ocean turned black as some sort of fluid leaked out of its hind-sections. It was horrific, worse by far than the Dark One I’d fought over Stonebridge, more massive, too. From bony head to tip of tentacle, it was probably six hundred metres long, its dreadful spiny legs making it about that wide as well.

It pointed its head at the sky and screamed. A sound of joy, release and... hunger.

We all recoiled, and everyone who wasn’t me simply fell over, the energy in that scream interacting with them in a way that was just not healthy. I think I felt something try to seep into my Well, but there was so little contiguous structure left to the thing that it didn’t do very much to me. I sneezed a little, but that was it.

“Oh, what the hell?” Orpheus growled, shaking his head as he stood up.

“Is everything that monster does bad for you in some way?” Clarke asked acidly, rubbing his temples.

“Yes,” Orpheus replied simply before turning back towards Behemoth, who had his ghastly head in the air, as if he were sniffing.

“Left, you bastard, left,” Orpheus whispered.

“What?” I asked.

“It’s looking for food. Guess what it eats?”

“Don’t tell me...”

“Human souls. Well, the spark of Creation within a soul, but it amounts to the same thing.”

“That’s actually worse than what I thought,” I said with a sigh. “Carry on.”

“Well, with nearly eight billion of us, it’s spoilt for choice. Now it’s deciding whether to go for the easier, closer sources to the right, or the more abundant source to the left.”

“And why do you want left?” Clarke asked.

“Well, to its left is the United States, with its five hundred ship navy, million-man army and enough warplanes to cover a small city. They, at least, might slow the damned thing down while we assemble something resembling a strike team. To its right is Portugal, protected by two rowboats, a bath toy and twelve men in a shack on the Spanish border. They couldn’t hold off an angry dolphin.”

For the record, a tad harsh. Portugal wasn’t a major power or anything, but they had armed forces, including a navy, but I’d agree that it didn’t stack up well against the alternative opposition.

Orpheus swore. Behemoth had made his choice.

“It’ll go straight for Lisbon,” he snarled as the monster slid, with surprising grace, into the ocean and began swimming almost straight east, which was, indeed, straight for Lisbon, if I was remembering my geography correctly.

“Can we call for help? Surely Europe...” Clarke said.

“Even if the Pureborn believed us in time to do something about it, Behemoth’s moving faster than any response could arrive; except maybe by air.”

“And the belief part is a real problem,” I replied. “Look, Portugal, there’s a giant spider-squid-monster heading for Lisbon, please evacuate.”

“The Portuguese Conclave?” Lexi suggested.

“Time, time, time,” Orpheus said. “It’s moving fast!”

“Okay,” I said, “here’s what we do: Lexi, you drop us off on the coast near Lisbon then head home and talk to Tethys. Have her get the Sons of Lethe up and running and then help them deploy to where you dropped us off. If anything can put a dent in that thing, it’s a couple of hundred Death Mages.”

Orpheus nodded.

“It actually might. It doesn’t matter how different you are, everything dies.”

“Quite. I also want you to tell Tethys to contact Hellstrom and inform her of what’s going on; get everyone who might be in a position to help us into position as soon as possible. She, at least, will believe us. Questions?”

She shook her head.

“Orpheus, where would we be best served setting up?” I asked.

“Looking now,” he said. He had his phone out and was skimming through a map. “Here.”

It was a spot on the coast, at the very western edge of Lisbon, a wealthy suburb full of trees and grass from the picture.

“That’s awfully close to a populated area, Orpheus,” I said.

“It’s the best I can do. It will either go past this point on its way to the Tagus estuary and the middle of the city, or it will emerge there and begin feeding. Either way, we’ll have a shot at it, and we won’t get one earlier. There’s no other land between here and there, and the water is too deep to force it out. Our best bet is to attack when it’s about to feed.”

“Damn it. How fast is it moving?” I asked.

“It’s already out of sight. I’d say we have... seven, maybe eight hours?”

“Right, then there’s no ti- wait... hours?” I asked. “You said we had no time!”

“How many government bodies have you ever seen get moving in less than twelve hours?”

“My point is that I can have another Lancelot finished in that time, for heaven’s sake. Eight hours?! I thought we had minutes!”

“It’s still nearly nine hundred miles,” he said sheepishly.

I sighed, rubbing my eyes.

“Fine. Lexi; home, please. We have some preparations to make.”

She let out a breath and opened a Portal while I shook my head at Orpheus.

“Oh shut up,” he said.

“I didn’t say a word,” I replied.

“Shut up anyway.”

“The apple doesn’t fall far from the Kron family tree, does it?”

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“I do think it ironic that Kron’s descendents don’t much understand the concept of time, though.”

Clarke had a sudden coughing fit and Lexi went bright red, hiding a grin before she remembered that she hated me and forced it away.

Orpheus glared. “Oh very funny. How about we discuss your grace under fire, Sir Vomits-a-lot?”

“I’m twenty and I don’t like exploding heads. What’s your excuse?”

“I will brain you, Graves...”

“Then who would build the Lancelot? Or use the ones I have in storage?”

“Afterwards, then.”

“So grumpy...”

“So help me, Graves!”




Chapter 27



It was a long night.

I spent it either in my laboratory, frantically putting a Lancelot together, or on the phone with people trying to get Magicians in place.

Just this once, we managed to get things done without any screw-ups and, just before eleven o’clock the next day, I was waiting on the spot Orpheus had picked out. With me were four hundred Magicians—a quarter of whom were Battle Mages—from seven different Conclaves.

It was a lovely stretch of coast, the wonderful blue of the ocean to one side of a road and a picturesque community on the other. I could hear children laughing and people chatting, the atmosphere was bright and warm. It was the perfect spot for a lazy afternoon.

We waited, at the ready, keyed up for what was to come. Shields and attack Spells were prepared and on a hair-trigger.

And we waited.

And we kept waiting.

I turned to Orpheus after an hour of this. He cleared his throat and flew up into the air, heading in the direction we’d last seen Behemoth.

He was back half an hour later.

“So... here’s the thing,” he said sheepishly.

It turned out that Orpheus had rather drastically overestimated the speed at which the monster could move.

After that, we were waiting for so long that, by the time Behemoth’s energy signature finally came into view—nine hours after we’d turned up—our numbers had swelled to nearly eight hundred, and we’d gathered quite the crowd of onlookers.

So much time had gone by that progress had even been made in persuading the Portuguese government to evacuate the city, but not enough, alas. I doubted more than a single percent of the population had been shifted.

It was just after eight in the evening, as the sun was setting, and many of my Magicians were thinking of going home (and Orpheus couldn’t show his face anymore). We all felt Behemoth coming and gathered at the water’s edge, some even apologised for the growing volume of their protests.

Some.

I wondered if the monster had a sense of the dramatic, because it waited until the last of the sun faded before completing its approach. Just as it was level with us, and I thought it was going to bypass us completely, it slid to a stop and started to ascend.

“Alright, get ready,” I said, taking a breath to calm my jagged nerves. “Sons of Lethe are offence, the rest defend them, alright?”

We’d had a lot of time to go over the plan, and we were as ready as I thought we could be, but it never hurt to remind everyone.

Lots of nods, especially from Petro Fraga, one of the Sons’ leaders. He was keeping all the Death Mages in line for me; a critical part of the plan.

Shields came up along our line as every one of us conjured a defence and yet more overlapping shields appeared around the Sons at the front.

I was worried, but confident. There were enough Magicians with me to conquer a medium sized country. We’d be fine. I wished Cassandra was with me; I missed her steadiness, but I didn’t dare let her anywhere near this mess, even if she would have made me feel better.

Once again, the Atlantic boiled as thousands of tons of monster broke the surface about two kilometres away. Even with so much distance between us, it still felt too close. Its red eyes turned on us, looking us over in the same way a bear might contemplate a similar number of ants in its path.

The muttering started pretty quickly:

“God...”

“How the hell...?”

“We’re supposed to fight that?!”

“Easy!” I called over the din. “It’s just a big spider. It won’t like Death Magic!”

Less muttering, but the mood was dark.

Behemoth stopped looking and its head... opened. I can’t think of a better way to put it. The vertical seam at the centre of the bony mass split, sliding apart to reveal a face.

A massive, but still disturbingly human, horrifyingly handsome face. It was perfectly chiselled, with high cheekbones and tanned skin that could have come from just about anywhere. The eyes and mouth were the only aberrations, the former as red as the creature’s other eyes and the latter was wider than it should be, half way to the back of the jaw.

The mouth opened.

“Cast!” I ordered. I didn’t want to see anything that came out of that.

Nobody heard me, they were transfixed.

And then it was too late.

The monster had started to sing.

And it was beautiful. A wordless song of wonder and beauty, of joy and tenderness, all these things and more. It begged you to come to it, to share in the gifts that it had brought for you and you alone.

At least, that’s what it was like for those without an intact Magician’s Well.

For everyone else... Behemoth’s song contained only a pure, unadulterated, inescapable terror.

My entire force started screaming uncontrollably while messing themselves and running away as fast as Magic or muscle could take them, their minds reeling from fear, panic, horror and despair. It was a block of emotions so solid I couldn’t even try to unravel it in the time I had after the shock had worn off.

Anyone who could Portal did, and with the sheer Magical wattage we were talking about, that was a lot of them. The rest simply ran, soon barging into normal people that were running the other way, towards the monster, drawn by its siren song.

I tried to stop as many runners as I could, I even tried to Telepathically assist some, but they attacked me in blind panic, and it was all I could do to fend off one strike after another.

Within a minute, I was alone, facing down an ancient horror that was drawing in people by the thousand. I could feel even more potential victims coming. I guessed that anyone the sound could reach would be drawn by it, and right there, that was probably hundreds of thousands.

Behemoth’s eyes turned onto me and it regarded me with confusion as I drew a Lancelot from my Void Ring and aimed it square at the creature’s human-like face.

I wish I could have thought of something witty to say, but I was too scared. I was almost beneath this thing’s notice. I was a curiosity at most, an uppity insect; no threat.

God, it had brushed away some of the most dangerous people on the face of the Earth without even really meaning to. This was just the way it got its food, and it was enough to drive away potential dangers.

What would it be like if it were actually trying to kill me?

I guessed I was about to find out.

To be honest, I wanted to run, to get away, to think again and fight another day. Maybe I even should have, but I couldn’t. Even my self-interest didn’t stretch to leaving a city to die without even trying to save it.

People were already hopping the fence behind me and coming along the road from either side at a sprint. Many looked like they were about to jump right into the water in attempt to get closer to the song. I had to stop it before we got to that.

I took one, final, steadying breath and adjusted my grip so that I was sure I was aiming correctly (it was big, but it was still a ways off).

I prayed.

And I activated the Lancelot.

The staff weighed about two kilograms and most of that was the Enchanted core.

For reference, of the nearly fourteen pounds of fissile material in the first atomic bomb dropped on Japan, only about two pounds underwent fission. That was about two thirds of what was converted into pure energy by my Lancelot’s Constructs.

Now, of course, it wasn’t the same, the reactions were different, the materials were different, the effect was different, but I just wanted you to have an idea of the amount of energy involved. Spread out, the power of my weapon could have done significant damage to a city.

To the otherworldly flesh of an apocalyptic monster two kilometres away... well, it still did plenty.

Through what must have been sheer luck, the pure white beam of destructive energy hit the thing right in the human-like face, and the lower part of it simply exploded. The left side of that dreadful skull cover was torn off completely and fell into the water.

The song was silenced, replaced by the most awful scream you ever heard. At least this sound wasn’t impregnated with that awful effect. It was simply pain.

People staggered to a halt, shaking their heads and looking around in a daze. Some fell over in confusion.

And then their eyes instinctively turned towards the noise.

They started to scream.

“It’s alright!” I said, boosting the volume of my voice so that a hastily-cast Translation Spell could carry the meaning of my words to the minds of the people around me. “Just move away as quickly and calmly as you can! Everything is under control.”

Naturally, only about two-thirds listened. The rest pulled phones out and started recording. I had no time to deal with that, unfortunately.

Behemoth was turning back towards me.

My Lancelot was turning to dust, the Enchantments expended and the matter exhausted. I dropped the remains and pulled another from the Ring.

Three left, including that one.

It wasn’t going to be enough.

The damage I’d done was extensive, but localised. The humanoid face was a mess, the mouth and eyes a ruin, but it had plenty more of both. Conservatively, I might have destroyed one percent of it.

Nowhere near enough.

A lot of the energy would have been lost in transit between me and the creature, how much would have been delivered to target? Thirty, forty percent? Less?

What if it got closer?

Well, at least it seemed to be cooperating with that, it was moving again; right at me.

The night shook with its roar, and it was all I could do to put up a Sonic Sink to prevent the sheer volume from turning the bones and organs of the people near me to mush.

“Get back!” I shouted over my shoulder. “Clear the area!”

Some listened. Some remained; did these people have no sense of self-preservation?!

Well, it was their lives and I had no more attention to spare for them.

Behemoth’s charge was a horrible thing to watch; all those legs and tentacles rushing towards me, the movements slowed by the water and yet still possessing the alien grace of an arachnid with each coordinated step of its many appendages.

I shuddered and focussed. I had to hold my nerve.

I aimed a little to the left of centre-mass this time. I tried to get a feel for how the creature moved, the way its body ducked and weaved; I didn’t dare waste a shot.

The human eyes were filled with hate; and with outrage. That a gnat like me had wounded it was inconceivable to it. Had it forgotten how it ended up imprisoned in the first place? Well, it had been a long time. And it wasn’t like I knew enough about this alien thing to guess at its motivations and emotions.

Fifteen hundred metres.

I could see the spines and venom with the naked eye.

A kilometre.

What I’d thought were hairs on its legs were in fact yet more tentacles, these ones covered in barbs for grasping and holding prey.

Eight hundred metres.

The monster’s body started emitting a red glow that was coalescing at its ruined mouth. An attack, most likely. I had to interrupt that; I doubted that it knew how to be subtle, and there were still about a hundred people scattered along the road, though many were now, at least, taking a shot at running away.

Half a kilometre and its attack was nearly ready.

Close enough.

I adjusted my aim one last time, shifted the parameters for the Lancelot’s emission constructs, and triggered it.

I’d hoped to take its left legs off at the base.

I didn’t quite manage, but I got three, close to the second joint.

I had expanded the energy of the Lancelot slightly to aid my aim, so it was more of a cone than a beam when it hit, but it was more than enough to shatter and atomise bone, flesh and monster. Huge swathes of its flank were charred black, turned to ash and spraying some horrific ichor that caused the sea to froth and emit poison.

It screamed again as it toppled into the water, raising a great wave that flowed towards me, pulling more screams from the few idiots still remaining. As the wave was about to slip over the concrete berm keeping the sea at bay, I drained as much heat from the water as I could, and it froze into ice. The mini iceberg immediately exploded into chucks as momentum tried to keep it moving forward. It made a mess, but did no harm to anyone.

Someone cheered and others took up the cry. Seriously; brain-donors, the lot of them.

I dumped the heat I’d gathered into my Suppression Cuff. I had an idea for if... when my Lancelots ran out and there was still monster left.

I dropped the remains of my second staff and drew the third.

Two left.
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Behemoth’s remaining legs spread out, taking the strain of its immense bulk. It started to push itself back up, which neatly exposed its face again.

I fired.

The scream was so loud this time that it shattered the concrete in front of me. If I hadn’t had the sonic sink up, everyone within a hundred metres, including me, would have died.

As it was, not only were we protected, but the advanced nature of the Spell meant that I could now return all that lovely energy to sender.

There was a titanic boom as the sound hit Behemoth on its untouched flank. Two of its intact legs were shattered, bent inwards and broken, spraying ichor everywhere and smashing the remains of the concrete berm.

I drew my last Lancelot... and that’s when the Defiler turned around, showing what I’d thought was its back-end to me.

The tentacles that made up its abdomen parted to reveal a colossal maw, ringed with fangs and smaller tendrils that immediately spat a truly horrific stream of red-tinged energy at me.

Whatever that energy was, it didn’t obey the laws of science, it wasn’t Newtonian; it wasn’t even any sort of High Magic that I recognised. It was simply... other.

The only thing I knew for sure was that the very air was being destroyed where it touched that energy, eradicated down to the atomic level. I couldn’t imagine that would be good for my health.

My thinking sped up as I went through my options.

There weren’t many. And none of them were energy-conservative.

To buy time, I pulled on every atom of air between me and Behemoth and bound them into a plane, creating a cloud of hyper-dense matter that blunted the beam and bought me time to conjure the Portal that actually saved me.

The beam broke through my crude barrier and straight into a massive stream of water from the deepest ocean. It was under vast pressure and there wasn’t enough of that esoteric energy to obliterate the sheer mass involved... or even blunt the eventual blow that slammed into the monster’s tentacles.

Two were torn away, but none the bigger ones, unfortunately. The beam stopped, though, and I was able to drop the energy-expensive Portal and trigger my last Lancelot.

The back-mouth was a big target and the beam went in deep before it was expended on monster-innards. Fire and flesh vomited out of the orifice and yet more screams split the sky.

And yet it was still going!

I dropped the disintegrating Lancelot and aimed my Battle Staff. I held nothing back, weaving every energy I could draw and every little drop I had stored in sinks, crystals and constructs.

The Spell didn’t match the Lancelot for pure destructive force, but the mix of energies actually did a little better against the monster’s natural defences, blasting a good quarter of the thing’s rear tentacles off.

It spun in place like a wounded animal. What passed for blood went everywhere.

It even hit my shields.

Which collapsed on the spot.

Every layer.

Then the blood hit me. It was only a few drops; a few fragments of drops, really. Most of it had gone up in fire when it destroyed my shields, but there was just enough left to create a fine mist.

It sprayed onto the right side of my face, hitting my neck, shoulder and right eye as well.

As you might expect, bearing in the mind what Behemoth’s simple presence could do to a person... ouch.

The pain was horrid beyond belief. I can only imagine what would have happened if I’d taken a straight hit from anything that creature put out. I screamed, falling to my knees, unable to even touch the wound. Something like a chemical burn rapidly spread across the affected area, before deepening and then blackening into rot over the course of a handful of seconds.

Infections set in almost immediately, terrestrial bacteria taking root and multiplying out of control, as if the wounds had been left unattended for days, not seconds; given terrible animus by Behemoth’s power.

The esoteric energy ran out quickly and the wound stopped getting worse soon after, but the damage was done and then some. I was blind in one eye and half my face was a weeping mess of red, yellow, green and black.

My Flesh Affinity kicked in, dulling the pain, but there was only so much it could do against something like that. By the time I was able to cast a Numbing Spell and get back to my feet, I’d lost the initiative and Behemoth had recovered enough to bear down on me again.

There was no time for another Spell, but I had one last trick left.

I reached into my Suppression Cuff.

It had been collecting my extra vibrational energy for three weeks, now.

It turned out that was a lot of heat.

I was too loopy in the moment to conjure the Disintegration Beam which would have made the most of that energy, but a white-hot ball of plasma about three feet across was more than enough to give the monster some pause.

Apparently a fusion reaction was more than enough to set fire to even the stuff of another reality.

The creature turned to avoid the attack, which let it take the hit on its flank rather than on its ‘human’ face. Chitin burned, turned to ash almost instantly, drawing another agonised howl.

I started conjuring another attack, but I was under no illusions. I was getting sick from my injury, I was out of tricks, and now I only had the Magic in my Amulet to beat a monster that had mostly suffered what could be described as superficial damage. I hadn’t even come close to crippling it, as far as I could tell. In fact, it looked rather like those legs I’d chopped off were starting to regenerate. They were already longer than they’d been moments earlier.

I conjured that Disintegration Beam, but stopped it quickly. The plasma component did damage, but the gravitational and matter-manipulation parts of the Spell didn’t do a thing to Behemoth; it was simply too different for a Newtonian Spell to affect like that. I recycled those parts of the construct and recast the Spell as a pure Plasma Beam.

I drew the heat from the water around the creature, freezing it and pinning the limbs still submerged. That bought me more time to sever things and try to get the heat further into the thing’s bulk, where it might do some serious damage.

I started compressing hydrogen and combining it with gravity—the basic form of the Mordred and Lancelot Spells. I had to be careful, though. I was unshielded and so were the people around me.

It took a moment to manage the Spell while firing the beam, but I did it, and just in time, as Behemoth had worked its way free of the ice and was moving towards me again.

I surrounded the Mordred construct with a motive component and had it fly up and around to detonate on the far side of the creature.

The blast was immense, but the monster’s bulk protected me.

Skin and tendrils were torn away along with chitin to reveal undulating flesh beneath, now charred and mangled by energy.

God, that just had to kill it...

Nope. It continued.

And now I was running out of Magic. I had a Fire Affinity, but a Plasma Beam was still a relative power hog. I didn’t have long before I’d have to make a decision.

Stay or go?

I redoubled my efforts; hurling every last joule of heat I could safely gather at the thing while preparing one last Mordred Spell.

In effect, that was me making the choice, because that took me below the threshold of Magical power needed to Conjure a Portal.

I cast the Mordred Spell. It went off in much the same place, near the spider-parts that were facing away from me. It screamed once more, but stayed upright. Just when I thought I’d failed, something exploded within the monster and it howled as it fell into the water.

It thrashed, its damaged limbs flailing wildly before slowing into a ghastly twitch, curled around itself like a spider in its death-throes. It kept screaming, the sounds getting softer and softer as it stilled a little more and a little more.

I thought it was dying for a moment, but I wasn’t that lucky.

Something else was happening to Behemoth.

Its energy signature wasn’t fading, quite the opposite.

It was getting stronger. It began to glow a sickly red, shining like some grotesque light bulb.

My Magic had recovered some, so I gathered enough energy and heat together for a Plasma Bolt and fired it off, but it was intercepted by some kind of energy field that was surrounding Behemoth’s matter like a solidified Aura.

I didn’t have Magic to waste, so I examined it carefully under Mage Sight. That told me a little, enough to understand what was happening, but not how, because it simply shouldn’t have been possible.

As far as I could tell, Behemoth was... consuming itself. Converting its matter into pure energy, which it was then using to regenerate and protect itself. Its mass was already down by about ten percent, but its legs were most of the way healed.

Limbs and mangled flesh re-grew before my eyes. I concentrated as much power as I could and sent a Chaos Spear through the centre of Behemoth, but I don’t think I managed much. I breached the shield enough to damage it, forcing it to expend more matter to restore itself, but I can’t imagine it was a vast amount.

And then it was uncoiling. Standing; towering above me. It was two thirds the size it started at... and otherwise completely back to full strength.

I looked around and at least I could say that everyone had retreated to a relatively safe distance.

It was just me that was stupid enough to stay.

Its newly restored head unfolded once again to reveal the human face. It leaned towards me... and it smiled, revealing row after row of shark-like teeth within that disturbingly human mouth.

If I could last a few more seconds, I’d have enough energy for a Portal. I’d take the chance on pulling some from my Well if I had to; I was dead anyway. And if I exploded, I exploded; it wasn’t like I could make things worse. I dropped all my active Spells, including the Numbing Spell, which nearly caused me to pass out from the pain.

Behemoth came for me, darting forward far faster than it should have.

And that’s where it died.

Just as I was about to try my slightly suicidal plan, a beam of Black Magic, so intense that it nearly made me collapse from the power of it, thrust down from the sky and transfixed Behemoth. The Spell hit the beast right at the centre of its back, where spider thorax became tentacle.

Apparently even matter not of this universe was no match for powers born from the darkest parts of creation itself.

It made everything I’d done pale in comparison. The Magic hit the creature like a hammer through a melon, liquefying everything it touched until it came out the other side and tore Behemoth in half.

There was no screaming this time.

The energy of the Spell continued to work on the entity, turning flesh into mush until all that remained were the pieces at the ends; tentacles, mouths, legs... head. Those red eyes continued to glare at me until the light went out of them and Behemoth was gone at last.

I let out a breath and fell to my knees, too hurt and exhausted to do any more than that.

“Pathetic,” said an all too familiar voice from above me. I looked up, and Rerek emerged from the darkness, held up gently by his Shadows. His eyes were black, full of his power, as he smiled down at me.

“Up yours,” I replied pithily.

He laughed.

“God, it would be so easy,” he whispered, conjuring a barbed coil of hardened darkness.

“No doubt... but then there is the small issue of the witnesses,” I said, nodding backwards, where the imbeciles were coming closer again.

He chuckled darkly, lowing his hand.

“I’m joking, Graves. You really don’t get me, do you? I don’t kill unless I have to. And you, brother, are no threat to me. Exhibit A,” he said, waving at me.

“I was doing just fine,” I said.

“Yes, it looks like it; love the Harvey Dent look, by the way.”

Two-face... there was an image.

I winced, which naturally only tugged things and made them worse.

I re-cast my Numbing Spell and got back to my feet. I was shaky enough that I had to use my staff.

“Why can’t you just see things my way?” he asked, drifting down to land in front of me. “We needn’t be opposed.”

“I didn’t know we were.”

He rolled his eyes.

“I’m not naive, Graves. You’ve already started building a coalition against me.”

“No, I built an information network to help me save your Circle.”

I couldn’t believe I was arguing semantics on the Portuguese shore with a decaying monster and fourth degree chemical burns. This was new, even for me.

“One that tells people that I’m dangerous!”

“If you want to prove otherwise, then stop trying to get control of the site in Libya! That’s the sticking point!”

“You don’t know what you’re doing. You could kill them.”

“You don’t even know what I’m planning,” I countered, “and if you have an idea of your own then by all means, let me know. Do you?”

“How could I when you won’t let me near the scene?”

“Circular arguments.”

He shook his head and turned towards the people coming in closer again, all pointing cameras.

“Not a good idea,” I said softly.

He smiled again.

“Oh, what an ally you would have made, Graves.”

Shadows started coiling around him. His eyes darted back and forth, weighing his options.

“You won’t get to your Spell before I do,” I warned.

He laughed.

“You’re dead on your feet.”

“Yes. But I also know Shadow Magic better than anyone alive; you included. Do you want to bet that I can’t penetrate your defences and burn out your brainstem before you can squash me flat? You wouldn’t be the first to make a similar wager.”

I met his eyes levelly for a long moment.

He looked at the crowd, scowled and glared again.

“You got lucky.”

“So did you.”

He rolled his eyes.

“Next time, you might want to consider calling me in a bit earlier, Graves. We may not see eye to eye, but an existential threat is an existential threat and I have to live on this planet, you know.”

He left, slipping back into his Shadows.

I fell over again.

Oh... I was glad he hadn’t picked a fight. I would have died. Seriously, I couldn’t have done squat. I’ll say this; I’ll never call those people who stayed to film imbeciles again. They probably just saved my life.

“What a dick,” Namia said, making me jump as she appeared next to me.

Great. Now what?
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The sudden movement caused by Namia’s arrival did nothing for my wounds, but I was damned if I was going to let her hear me scream. I gritted my teeth against the sudden agony;  thankfully the Numbing Spell was quick to compensate.

“I don’t even know which question to ask first,” I said turning towards her.

She grinned, taking in my appearance.

“You know, a little burning does wonders for your looks.”

I glared.

She smiled; it was tight; pitying. I didn’t enjoy it.

“You look like hell,” she said softly.

“It’s been a bit of a day.”

She snorted, but there was no mirth.

“It doesn’t look like anybody else had a good one, either. Ross made it back to Clarion, but she’s nearly catatonic.”

“And you still turned up?”

“Figured you’d either have won and I could loot the corpse or you’d lost... and I could loot the corpse.”

“What could you possibly want out of that?” I said, waving at Behemoth’s carcass.

“Out of a one-of-a-kind find? Who knows? You mind?” she gestured at the pieces.

“Not like I could stop you. Any chance you could move them to a place where the spill won’t slaughter the local wildlife?”

“So picky... fine.”

She gestured and a truly massive Portal opened up to swallow the parts, as well as a significant amount of seawater.

“Could you get the rest of the toxins, please?” I asked, feeling a little shaky. I wanted to fall over again.

“Must I do everything?”

“You classify this as everything?”

She sighed dramatically, but did as I asked, drawing the poison out of the water. She had to put quite a bit of power into it, as it had already started to disperse. I didn’t know if it would do any harm diluted like that, but better safe than sorry.

“One more favour?” I asked.

“Skin transplant?”

“Ha. Portal home, please.”

“You have no sense of humour when half your face is missing.”

“I’ll rub it on you.”

Her whole body shuddered and she opened a Portal very quickly.

“Thank you,” I said, walking through... and falling straight into the sea.

She poked her head through the hole, stuck out her tongue and then just left me there.

I couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing. It hurt (and the salt water was playing merry hell with the burns), but damn if it didn’t feel good, too.

I’d lived. It had cost, but—impossibly—I’d survived.

It was a couple of minutes before I felt safe conjuring a Portal, but the sea was warm and I’d always been a good swimmer. My staff was also quite buoyant, which helped.

Eventually, I fell out of a Portal just in front of Clarion Hall. A lot of water came with me, soaking everything in sight and earning me quite a few shouts and curses. It wasn’t long before people started to scream at the sight of me, many reaching for their phones to call for help.

I told them that I was alright, that help was already on the way, and scarpered before they could ask too many questions, darting through my front door.

I squelched into the front hall and nodded to the two Wardens on guard duty. One quickly tapped the transmit button on his radio in a code I didn’t know, and the other came forward, offering her hand in case I needed help. I waved her off and made my way to a small utility room next to the cloakroom, where I could wait until I had enough Magic left to dry myself off and start the healing process. My power was coming back quickly, but it would probably be about half an hour before I could do the job in one go and I didn’t want to piss about.

The utility room was small, lined with tile. There was a row of sinks and a pair of showers, as well as cupboards containing spare clothes and towels for anyone that came in filthy or soaked. I pulled out a plastic chair and positioned myself over a drain so as not to make a mess. It wasn’t long before I started to doze, injuries and fading adrenaline conspiring to knock me out.

I was still there when Cassandra and Tethys found me.

“God, Matty!” Cassandra shrieked, waking me all the way up again.

“What?!” I asked, jolted. “What’s happened?”

Cassandra let out a breath, though she didn’t stop her charge.

“I thought we’d lost you. Christ,” she said as she came to halt next to me and took my hand.

Tethys approached only warily. “How are you?” she asked softly, as if I were a small animal that might bolt.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I said.

I concentrated and an Illusion covered my face and neck, making me look as good as new. It would set me back a bit, power-wise, but the pair were starting to look a little ill.

Tethys shuddered and came over to hold my other hand.

“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s all superficial. I’ve had worse.”

Unfortunately.

Cassandra squeezed my hand so hard that I started to worry about my bones. I squeezed back.

“What happened? Did you get the creature?” she asked.

“Not quite.”

I explained.

Neither of them was happy with the story.

“If you hadn’t been there...” Cassandra whispered.

“Rerek would have been.”

“He got there late,” Tethys pointed out. “We’d have lost half the city by then!”

I waved it off. “How’s the B-Team?” I asked instead.

Cassandra snorted. “You shouldn’t call them that.”

“They left me to deal with an apocalyptic horror on my own. They’re the B-Team. Sutton told me that Lexi made it back alright?”

Don’t get me wrong, I knew it wasn’t their fault; I was just in a mood. Losing half a face and yet another eye will do that to you. I hadn’t dared to use the utility room’s small mirror for fear of what I’d see. Flesh Magic let me know what had happened to me, but there was a difference between knowing what was there and actually seeing it with my own eyes. Eye.

Tethys nodded. “She did. No sign of the others, yet, but then this wouldn’t necessarily be the place they’d run to.”

Damn. Just when I could really have used a Flesh Magician...

“Any news from anyone else?” I asked. “The Sons, the various volunteers?”

“Some. Those who ran, at least ran home, or to something like it. Most are recovering, some are having a little trouble, but they should be alright in time. As soon as the various Conclaves and the Brotherhood figured out what was going on, they started helping out the worst affected. From what you’ve told me, nobody came to investigate or help?”

I shook my head. “Decentralised alliances can be a pain. Everyone assumes someone else is dealing with the mess and nothing gets done.”

Cassandra grunted in agreement.

“Besides, anyone available was already there,” I said. “I’m not sure that there were reinforcements to be had.”

“What a mess,” Tethys said, shaking her head.

“Couldn’t agree more. Well, we can deal with the fallout later. Would you mind phoning around and letting everyone not hiding in a corner know what happened before Rerek puts out something contrary?” I said to Tethys.

“Sure,” she said, letting my hand go and heading for the door. “I’ll see you later?”

Her posture was rather rigid; her tone awkward. I think I’d really shocked her this time.

I nodded.

She left; at speed.

Cassandra sighed and pulled another of those easily-cleaned plastic chairs over.

“Give her a minute,” she offered.

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to be around this mess, either. There’s a lot of pus.”

She laughed, but she still looked a little queasy herself.

“Is it... bad?”

“It’s not pleasant.”

“Thanks; I’d never have guessed,” she said dryly.

I smiled and slowly got to my feet, groaning as yet more spikes of pain penetrated the Numbing Spells. Cassandra gave me a hand and I drained the seawater off myself, letting it fall into the drain.

“Would you have someone bring me up the usual healing foods?”

“Sure,” she said.

I hated that I had a standing order for this sort of thing. It was a series of protein, carbohydrate and fat rich foods that would allow me to speed up my metabolism without putting too much stress on my body; pastries, sandwiches, cakes—all that good stuff. Rather tasty, actually, not that I could appreciate them when I was using them as pure fuel. And the association was rather ruining those items for me on a day to day basis.

I nodded my thanks and headed up to my room, where I stripped off my clothes, putting the ones that could be saved in a hamper. I headed into my bathroom and took a breath before dropping my Illusion.

Oh... not good.

The burn was down to the bone in more places than I’d thought, mostly around the cheek and jaw. It spread from just below the right side of my hair-line, over the eye and down the cheek, ending just above my nipple and upper forearm. Where my clothes had been in the way, the damage was considerably lessened, but still present, complicated by the dissolved mess of synthetic fibres in the wounds.

I sighed, washed the rest of me and settled down on my bed in a pair of shorts to start the long work of repairing myself. I made sure to eat some of the food that had been set on a side-table just inside my door while I’d been in the shower.

The infections were especially nasty. I had to excise dead flesh and even a little of the bone on my face to get it all out, which was disgusting. I had to fetch a bowl to catch the... glop. Normally I’d just have burned or recycled it, but this was a big job, and I needed every spare drop of power.

Just preparing the injury for treatment took an hour, and then I ran smack into a problem.

My Flesh Lattices weren’t working as they should.

There was some sort of flux; I couldn’t explain it. Whenever I started the construct, it would work, but it wasn’t rebuilding the damaged tissue as it should. It was supposed to accelerate the growth of flesh at the edges of the wounds, bringing them together good as new.

Only it wasn’t working that way. The injury was healing, but the flesh was coming out all twisted; like a scar on steroids. Even the muscles and nerves weren’t regrowing correctly, the fibres and dendrites were extending and connecting almost at random.

Let’s not even discuss what the Spells did to my eye. It would terrify you. I had to stop that entirely before something awful could extrude from the socket.

It didn’t take a genius to guess what the problem was; all I had to do was think on the source of the damage. Looking inwards, I tried to identify the mechanism, but I couldn’t see anything that might be responsible.

I was at it for hours, and still couldn’t figure it out.

But, in the end, it wasn’t like I could walk around with a hole in my face, so I simply let the constructs work as well as they could and did my best to restore function when they were done.

When I was finished... simply, I was a mess. To call me hideous would be to greatly understate the situation. The best I could do was make sure that all the mangled muscles connected in more or less the right place so that my jaw, neck and shoulder functioned properly. I managed, but very little on the right worked as well as it did on the left, and any attempt to use Magic to repair the warping just caused more chaos.

Naturally, there was nothing I could do for the eye.

I managed to restore something close to the correct shape and size, but it wasn’t really an eye anymore. It was an organic prosthetic; a mass of blind cells, white and just as ugly as the rest of the damaged area.

When I was done, about nine long hours later, I was healthy and as whole as I was going to be, but let’s just say I was yearning for the day when all I had to worry about in the disfigurement department was a pair of red eyes and a set of scars.

In the end, I simply covered it with an Illusion; I had to.

I’d scare people, otherwise.

I woke up late in the next morning, feeling a little better, though without having had enough sleep. I was tired, but there was no pain and I largely had a full range of motion; I couldn’t ask for more. Magic took care of the rest. There was even a Spell that could replace the function of an eye, transmitting a directed visual feed into my optic nerve, which remained intact enough for the purpose.

When I was awake enough and as functional as I could make myself, I started making some calls; the Sons, Hellstrom and Warden Commander Walder most importantly. I wanted to make sure nothing had deteriorated while I’d been recovering.

To my relief, things had actually quietened a little. As soon as Behemoth had died, almost to the minute in fact, the Council Mages retreated from the Wardens’ perimeter. A statement? I didn’t know anymore. It was just one more problem to deal with.

The Sons weren’t happy. But at least they weren’t unhappy with me. It took me a while to get through to Fraga and he was so apologetic I didn’t know what to do but tell him that it wasn’t his fault and that he still had my complete confidence. He was so ashamed of himself, though. I don’t think there was anything
I could have said to make that better.

Hellstrom was putting out political fires everywhere, but this debacle had actually been rather good for her. She was already spinning the fact that the only remaining Magician on the scene was a member of her Conclave into political gold. Good for her, I guess? At least someone was coming out of this ahead.

With as much done as I could manage from the other end of a phone, I emerged from my room, dressed in fresh clothes, to find Orpheus and Clarke sitting outside. Both looking so guilty that it was all I could do not to laugh. They jumped to their feet, but couldn’t seem to figure out what to say.

I was glad to see them back and apparently sane. Orpheus, in particular. He might have some insight to offer on my newest problem.

“How are you two?” I asked.

“Fine, thank you,” Clarke muttered, unable to meet my eyes. Orpheus stayed silent; he couldn’t look at me, either.

“Then what’s the matter with you two?”

Clarke cleared his throat.

Of course I knew what was wrong with the idiots, but they were so honourable that I was going to have the devil’s own job pricking their guilt before it made them do foolish things. Thankfully, Cassandra had given me some experience in that regard.

“This isn’t some silliness over coming under emotional attack, is it?” I asked.

“Silliness?!” Orpheus snapped, looking up at last. Better.

“Indeed silliness,” I replied. “You seem to be feeling guilty about something that wasn’t your fault.”

“We left our principle and an entire city to die,” Clarke said, his voice low and full of grief.

“There was no helping that. It wasn’t like it was something that could have been resisted; we didn’t even know about it, for heaven’s sake,” I replied.

“We should have-“ Orpheus began.

“What?” I interrupted. “Known the unknowable? Resisted something that came from a realty-warping horror? Done the impossible? Seen the future without Time Magic in a time when such Magic is unreliable anyway? Which one?”

Orpheus clenched his fists, but didn’t have a good reply.

“Gentlemen, you did nothing wrong. I’d have run too if I hadn’t been a mangled mess in the parts Behemoth’s ability worked on. None of this was your fault, clear?”

They muttered something unintelligible.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Yes,” they said.

“Good. Now, I’d like a word with Orpheus, if you wouldn’t mind running away for a moment, Clarke. You know, like last night?”

Clarke’s mouth dropped open with outrage as the grin spread over my face. Well, the Illusion  of my face, anyway. Complicated Spell, that; I was rather proud of it. I had to tie the shape of it to the nerve impulses coming out of my brain. Fiddly work, but I digress.

Eventually, Clarke laughed.

“You are such an ass, Graves.”

“I get that a lot.”

He punched my shoulder (but not too hard) and walked off, still smiling.

Much better.

I nodded Orpheus to my bedroom door and he followed me in.

“I need you to take a look at something for me,” I said awkwardly.

He lifted an eyebrow. I rolled my eyes.

Then I dropped the Illusion.

He started swearing.

“God, warn me next time!” he said when he was done with his conniption.

“Charming,” I replied. “Something’s wrecking my ability to fix this. Could you see what you can do?”

“Sure,” he said. “Take a pew.”

I laid down and he pulled up a chair.

It wasn’t long before he was frowning.

“I... I just don’t know,” he said. “Did you see these dark spots in the Aura around your face and neck?”

“My Aura’s a mess.”

“Yes, but these are constant. Dead spots, almost, or at least spots that I can’t feel with my Magic. That rather tells me something; especially going by what Captain Vallaincourt told me happened to you.”

“So, there’s nothing you can do?”

“Any Flesh Lattice I put on there goes into flux. I can try, but I doubt I’ll be able to improve on what you already have and might well make things worse.”

Not sure he really could, but I didn’t want to have to reattach muscles and nerves again, that hadn’t been fun.

“Can you remove the spots?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t even know how to start,” he admitted. “And if the knowledge exists, I’ve never heard of it. So little is known about Defilers and the only people who might have something are... well, you know.”

Damn...

“And even if I did know... we’re talking about your Aura. I wouldn’t dare mess with it as things are right now.”

Fair point.

“Thanks for trying,” I said lightly, doing my best to keep the disappointment from my face and voice as I sat up. I think I succeeded.

“If I’d been there...” he said.

“You didn’t have a choice,” I said simply as I stood and slipped my shoes back on.

“Still...”

“Look, I don’t blame you. Even a little. Nobody had a choice in their actions.”

“Except you. You chose to stay.”

“Not really a choice, either,” I said with a shrug. “Now come on, let’s see if there’s any lunch left.”

It was later than I’d thought. Cassandra would have had her way with the buffet table by now, but there might be a crumb left if I looked really hard.

“Not hungry,” he mumbled.

“You know, if you ask Cassandra nicely, she’ll lend you her flail.”

“What are you on about now?”

“For your self-flagellation. I figured you’d want to do it in the most efficient way possible.”

“Clarke was right; you are an ass.”

“This is Britain, we say arse here. Do try to fit in.”

“I could try fitting my fist into your face, how about that?”

“But then you’d have to touch the mess you feel so guilty about,” I pointed out, shifting it towards him menacingly.

He laughed and shoved me away before stomping off.

“I’ll say this for you, Graves, you make it hard to feel bad about terrible things happening to you.”

“It’s kind-of my superpower,” I agreed.

He rolled his eyes.




Chapter 30



“How are you feeling?” Tethys asked as I sat down to a belated lunch.

“Oh, fine. Um...” I started but stalled, not really sure how to go about breaking the news. She hadn’t taken the sight of my injuries well.

Well, it wasn’t like there was any point in lying about it. Best just to be straight with it.

“The damage was repaired, but the work has left some scarring,” I finally said.

“A lot of scarring,” Orpheus interjected with a smile before stuffing a chicken leg into his face.

Apparently I’d been a little too effective in helping him get over his guilt.

“A lot of scarring,” I corrected after a dark look in his direction, “and my right eye doesn’t work anymore. It’s not... pretty.”

Tethys swallowed. Cassandra looked up from her meal.

“Show me?” Tethys said softly.

“Not while Cassandra’s eating,” I said. The joke fell pretty flat.

Tethys looked away. I dropped the Illusion and tapped her hand.

She looked up.

God, the pain in her eyes...

I put the Illusion back in place immediately. Cassandra, for the first time since I’d met her, looked like she was going to cry. I think that upset me the most.

“Why-” Tethys started to ask, but her voice trembled so much that she had to start again. “Why can’t you repair it?”

“Behemoth wasn’t of this world, or this plane, even,” Orpheus explained. “His blood contained a kind of energy that... stained Graves, in a way. We can’t get it out, and it interferes with Healing Magic in a manner I don’t understand.”

“But you can figure it out?” Tethys asked.

Orpheus shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe. It’ll take time, and resources.”

“Which we can’t spare right now,” I said gently. Tethys sighed, likely knowing I was right. “Once we’ve dealt with the present issues-“

Assuming I survived the present issues.

“-we’ll turn our attention to this. If nothing else, a good old plastic surgeon might well provide a solution.”

“You think so?” Tethys asked, looking up again.

“Quite. It’s only Magical Healing the stain interferes with,” I replied.

Maybe.

Whether he agreed or not, Orpheus had the good grace not to comment this time. A little hope for all concerned, me included, was no bad thing.

“Anything I should know about the fallout from last night?” I asked nobody in particular, desperate for a conversation change.

“Not really,” Tethys replied, becoming a little more animated. I think she was glad to have something more in her comfort zone to talk about. “The various Conclaves are doing their best to pretend that nothing happened and that some of their most powerful Mages didn’t run at literally the first sound of trouble.”

I chuckled.

“Seriously, though, I think they just want to forget the whole thing. I would,” she continued.

“Me too,” I replied.

Bad, bad night all around.

“One thing, though,” she said, her smile turning sad again.

“Yes?” I tried not to inject any dread.

“Rerek’s trending,” she said with a grimace.

“What?”

She pulled out her phone, fiddled a bit, then handed it to me.

Hero Magician saves city from giant monster.

A little trite, if you asked me. Oh, and there was video...

And not of me.

My part had been cut almost completely, leaving only Rerek coming in to save the day.

I frowned. It wasn’t like I did what I did for credit, but come on...

“That’s only one of hundreds of articles. All the same. Not one mention of you or the other Magicians. The internet’s going mad with it,” Tethys said. “Nobody from either a Conclave or a Pureborn government has corrected any of this, either, but I think someone’s going to have to. It’s getting too big to just hush up.”

“What would they say? The article actually tells the truth. He saved Lisbon. The rest of us were just... there.”

“You know that’s not true,” Cassandra said crossly. “If you hadn’t held off Behemoth, that city would have died.”

I shrugged. “Disputable. Besides, who would believe you? And with any luck, Rerek will see this sudden boost of popularity as incentive to behave himself.”

“Yes... because your luck is just that good,” Cassandra said dryly.

“Thank you, Cassie.”

“Don’t thank me; it’s my job to spread cheer wherever I go.”

I threw a bread roll. She caught it. Then she ate it.

I gave up.

“Keep an eye on that for me, will you?” I said to Tethys. “In case we need to do... something.”

“Such as?” she replied, smiling again.

“I don’t know, destabilise something, buy something, topple someone; the classics.”

Tethys rolled her eyes and stood with a long stretch that drew the eye in a rather pleasing way.

“I’ll see you all later; busy,” she said with another smile at me before leaving the room.

She passed by me and was about to lean in, but then she almost swerved away. She blushed as she picked up her pace, almost running when she got to the door.

I rubbed my eyes, feeling tired all over again.

Well... stiff upper-lips were invented for a reason.

I picked up my cutlery. At least lunch was unlikely to go horribly wrong.

“Wow, that was awkward.”

I slumped.

Spoke too soon, Namia was back.

She was leaning up against the other door frame, grinning at me.

“What happened? You sleep around?” she asked. “No, that would just get her going... did you not sleep around enough?”

“Please stop.”

“Nah. So, what was it? You give her something that made her itch?”

She headed over to the sideboard and picked up a plate.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, blushing; though only on one half of my face... I needed to adjust the Illusion.

Namia’s immaculate eyebrow lifted as she sat at the table. She looked right at my face. She was a powerful enough Magician that she would have no trouble feeling the active Magic.

“Please don’t,” I begged. Not ashamed to admit that.

She grinned evilly and cast Mage Sight.

And then she burst out laughing.

I felt another headache coming on.

“Oh, oh, my sides...” she said after far too long spent hooting. “You showed your ultra-hot, massively-sexy, Succubus girlfriend that mess?!”

She started laughing again.

“I really hate you,” I said, though without heat.

“And is that eye blind, too?”

“Shut up, Namia.”

“Nope, and never again! This is wonderful!”

“You really did move in just to laugh at my misfortunes, didn’t you?”

“No take-backs,” she replied.

She started eating, which shut her up at least. Kept staring, though.

“Will you stop that?” I asked.

“Nope. The sight of you hideously scarred is actually arousing me. I’m enjoying it.”

“You’re putting me off my lunch.”

“Even better.”

I sighed. I probably should have been offended. I can’t explain it, though, but her complete lack of anything resembling tact was actually making me feel a bit better. Maybe because she wasn’t tiptoeing around the issue or visibly repelled by the mess.

“How was your looting?” I asked in an attempt to change the subject. Even I had my limits, and hearing about how my injuries were arousing someone was past even my tolerance for perversion (which was not a low bar after so long living with Tethys).

“Spectacular!” she replied, almost in a purr. “Which reminds me.”

She rummaged in a pocket and came out with a pouch, which she tossed at me. I didn’t catch it and it hit me in the face, forcing me to scramble to stop it landing in my food.

Cassandra shook her head in shame. She’d tried so hard to make me more physically imposing and had failed dismally. I knew basic self defence, but still had no hand-eye coordination. It was a minor miracle that I could operate furniture.

“Your cut,” she said once she’d stopped sniggering at my antics. “Careful, though. That’s some... potent stuff.”

I lifted an eyebrow and opened the pouch. Within was a Void containing an Enchanted, crystal cube. At the centre of this was a glowing, amber crystal about the size of my fist.

“What is it?” I asked after I’d wrestled the cube out of the pouch.

She smiled. “The rarest material on the planet. You might think of it as crystallised Creation.”

Cassandra gasped and got to her feet. Her mouth was open in awe.

“Are you serious?” she whispered. “That’s actually Theodakris? The Godstone?”

Namia rolled her eyes.

“Dramatic term for something the namers couldn’t possibly understand, but essentially.”

“Could you explain?” I asked.

“What, you mean there’s something the great scholar doesn’t know?” she asked, licking her red lips suggestively.

“Of course. Nobody knows everything.”

“But do you know anything?” she replied.

“I know the correct way to insert a lightning bolt into a rectum so that it causes whole-body, explosive diarrhoea.”

“Drama queen. Fine. The creature your primitive imbeciles inventively called Behemoth was, in simple terms, a Soul eater. It consumed those souls to get at the tiny bit of creation inside each and every one. That is the stuff of reality itself, the power that gave birth to everything. With me so far, or should I use smaller words?”

I gave her a rude gesture; she just licked her lips again and carried on.

“This stuff is what gave Behemoth the power to create its own reality, to shape things to its will, remake its own body to a form that suited it, enhanced its energy... the works. Anyway, like a human stores energy as fat, Behemoth stored its Soul-stuff as crystals; in its centre of mass, mostly, but also in its many brains. Most of it was destroyed by that ridiculous Black Magician, but a certain amount survived. This represents about a tenth of what I have squirreled away for a rainy day.”

“Wow,” I whispered reverently. Oh, the possibilities of having a reality-warping material...

If it could be harnessed...

“A word of caution, though,” Namia said. “In your state, I would be very careful about touching it. This is concentrated Soul-stuff after all. With a Well as mangled as yours, trying to manipulate it may cause... well, explosions. So make sure you warn me to be out of the country if you do try.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said with a grin.

“You might also be careful about introducing it to your Enchanter,” she continued. “Very few people have used this stuff since my time, my original time. The knowledge of how to do it properly is either lost or very hard to come by. It will need to be reacquired carefully and I suspect that your contractor would make a mess trying.”

I could see that.

Oh, but I wanted to play with it...

“Confiscated,” Cassandra said, plucking the cube off the table.

“Hey!” I complained. “I lost a face for that!”

“Nope. You’ll blow yourself up.”

“Cassie, give us the precious,” I said, following her, trying to retrieve the box.

She snorted and kept it out of reach.

“Not until you give me your word that there will be no experiments without my okay. You take me through what you intend to do, how and for what. At least until you have your Well repaired.”

I frowned. Namia sniggered.

“Aw, come on, Cassie, I won’t make a mess.”

She gave me a look.

Nope, couldn’t hold the stare. She had a point.

“Oh fine! My word.”

She returned the cube.

“You may look at it all you want, but no Magic that might connect your Well with the material, no matter how incidentally, understand?”

“Yes,” I agreed grudgingly.

I set the cube down and went back to my lunch.

“Thanks,” I said to Namia. I did my best not to make it grudging.

“Fair is fair.”

“And ten percent is fair?” Cassandra asked.

Namia sniggered. “When you take into account that I had to wade through poisonous monster parts, pay for storage media, warehouse space and Void Pouches... still probably not. But you wouldn’t even have known about it without me, so there.”

I shrugged. I wasn’t going to complain.

“What are you doing with yours?” I asked conversationally.

“Weapons of mass destruction.”

“Not funny.”

“Army of hunky slave-boys?”

“Even less funny.”

“Create a form of incalculable power so I can take over the world?”

“Sorry I asked.”

“Think of it this way, if I were going to do something horrific, would I have let you know that I even had this stuff?”

Huh, there’s a thought.

“Probably not,” I admitted.

“Won’t you be surprised...” she said with an evil smirk.

“Namia, think of my blood pressure.”

“I am. I’m trying to kill you.”

“At least she’s up-front about it,” Cassandra said with a laugh.

There was that, I suppose...




Chapter 31



Naturally the first thing I wanted to do was take the crystal to my lab so I could poke (carefully) at it, but I had something more important to do first.

I went to find Tethys.

Something was bothering her and I doubted that it was something as superficial as looks. I wasn’t that much of a prize to begin with, after all.

I knew that if there were any chance of my heading off whatever this was, then it had to be done quickly. Tethys had a rather straightforward way of dealing with emotional confusion: she ran away from it. Suffice to say, I’d rather avoid that if I could.

Her ‘office’ was on the lowest floor of the sub-basement. The lift came out on a wood-panelled corridor that split in three directions. The utility rooms containing the generators and secondary water tank were ahead, the passageway being dug towards the new property was to my left and Tethys’ armoured bunker to my right.

The outer door of the latter was elegant, wood chased with leather, but the inner was modern, metal and sleek, protected by biometrics and Magic alike. I slid my thumb into the reader and presented my good eye for a scan.

There was a heavy clack and the door slid open to reveal a reception room with its own Warden.

“’Afternoon, Boss,” he said brightly, returning his gun to its holster before resuming his seat behind a safety-glass barrier.

“Hi Rodger. How’s it going?”

“Boring, but better that than the alternative!” he said with a smile. He was always such a cheerful fellow.

I chuckled and headed to the next security door, which led into a circular space full of recessed workstations packed with men and women doing Tethys’ bidding. Many didn’t even notice me as I arrived, but I nodded politely to the few that did and smiled at those who I knew by name, though that wasn’t many of them (we didn’t mix much. Tethys preferred it that way).

Tethys was in her office, on the other side of smart-glass that could change colour at the touch of a button. Today it was clear. The space was immaculate and mostly empty but for her desk, computer, a series of small safes built into the walls, and a heavy metal door that led to a chain of larger vaults.

I knocked on her door and waited until she looked up. She started at the sight of me, but waved me in.

“Matty, you don’t normally come down here,” she said warily.

“I know. We need to talk.”

She blinked and swallowed.

“It’s never a good sign when people say that,” she whispered.

“May I?” I asked, gesturing at one of the seats across the desk from her.

“Of course.”

I sat and put a smile on my face. I didn’t want her to feel ambushed.

“Simply, I came to ask you to talk to me,” I said. “Something’s bothering you and I want to help, if I can.”

Her eyes closed in pain and she let out a breath.

“Matty...” she couldn’t finish.

“It’s okay,” I said gently, “you can tell me anything.”

She snorted darkly.

“Really,” I said. “I won’t break.”

“Ha!” she said bitterly. “You went out with hundreds of Mages; enough firepower to conquer this planet, and you came back half-dead! When I saw you in the utility room, slumped in that chair...”

She shuddered.

“Sorry.” I didn’t know what else I could say.

“Stop saying you’re sorry!” she snapped, darting to her feet. “You know you’re bloody not! You’d do the same thing again and you almost certainly will, no matter what it costs you!”

I rubbed my eyes. “If I’d known what would happen, of course I’d have done things differently.”

“Would you have left that city to die?”

“Of course not. But I would have done things better. And if this ever comes up again, I can.”

“You don’t get it. You’re making me watch you die. Every time you go out, you come back with pieces missing. A little less power, a little more damage... a little less time.”

She looked away.

“You’re dying,” she said so softly I could barely hear, “and seeing you like that stopped me from being able to pretend that you’re not.”

“Tethys-“

“No. You can’t make this better, Mathew. You’re slipping away from me one awful inch at a time and no matter how hard I try to hold on, you’re still going to leave me. And there’s not a damned thing I can do about it.”

“Wrong,” I said firmly.

Another dark snort.

“Tethys, look at me.”

She sighed.

“Now, please.”

She looked up.

“Three things,” I said. “First; I am only dead when I’m in the ground, and I intend to fight for every inch of that road. Every damned inch. Secondly, I’m never going to leave you. I will have to be dragged away from you kicking and screaming; there is a big difference. And finally—perhaps most importantly—whatever happens will not be because you didn’t try your hardest.”

She looked away again, tears streaming down her face. I Willed the button that changed the colour of the glass so her staff wouldn’t see her that way. She wouldn’t want that.

“If you can’t find someone to help, then he is simply not there. I have no doubt about that and neither should you.”

She wiped her eyes, her shoulders trembling.

“I don’t know if I can do this, Mathew. Lose you.”

“Well... good.”

“And I—what?” she asked, looking up again, confusion crossing her features.

“Well, nobody likes to think of the world going on without them. Same principle by which people don’t want their exes to be happy. Let the misery roll, that’s what I say.”

Her mouth opened and closed a few times in sheer confusion, but then she laughed, sobbing all the while; it was a strange sound.

“I’m actually hoping the whole thing comes crashing down,” I said once she’s quietened some. “After all, if I can’t have this planet, nobody else should be able to, either.”

She laughed even harder, shaking her head.

“Oh, you are such an idiot.”

“Yes. And you’re going to be stuck with your idiot for a very long time to come.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“Of course not. I could get hit by a bus tomorrow. What I can promise is that, if I go, it won’t be because effort was not made or that I was doing something foolish because I thought I was done anyway. I intend to live, but I also intend to be able to live with myself once all of this is done.”

She sighed and came around to sit in my lap.

She leant her head against mine, banishing my Illusion in the process. Aura-conflict. Anyone other than the caster touching a fragile construct like that would break it.

She didn’t recoil, though.

“I love you, my idiot,” she whispered.

“I love you, too. And I’m not going anywhere, I do promise.”

“I wish you’d stop making promises you can’t keep.”

“I don’t see why I shouldn’t. If I’m right, I look like a genius. If I’m wrong, you won’t be able to yell at me about it.”

She shrieked and batted at me, twisting some rather intimate things until I said I was sorry.

“God you’re an arse!”

“I get that a lot.”

“And you deserve it!”

I shrugged, smiling.

She kissed my good cheek very gently and sat back a bit to look me over. Her fingers traced their way over the scars and she sighed.

“Wow, that’s not pretty,” she said.

“You flatterer.”

“You know what I mean. Bedroom-wise. It’s a turn-off. Otherwise, it’s actually rather intimidating.”

“Getting in the way of an interdimensional horror’s bodily fluids is intimidating?”

“No, but surviving them is. I can’t imagine that’s a list with a lot of names on it.”

“Fair enough. I might be able to do something about it, bedroom wise.”

“What were you thinking? Bag?”

“Ha, ha. No, Telepathic cleverness. May I?” I gestured at her head.

“Okay. Don’t mess with the architecture in there, though.”

“I won’t even pick up the dirty laundry.”

She rolled her eyes and I slipped into her mind.

“Close your eyes.”

“Like I haven’t heard that before a man did something intimate.”

I poked her ribs and she squeaked, but did what she was asked.

It wasn’t hard, just a simple Telepathic Illusion placed over her sensory input. I didn’t rewire anything, but this couldn’t be undone with a touch.

“There you go,” I said.

She opened her eyes again, “There you are,” she said with a smile.

I picked up her hand and put it on my mangled cheek.

“It feels smooth!” she said. “Normal!”

“Simple sensory tricks.”

Her eyes narrowed briefly before she affected indifference. “Does this mean that you can make... other things appear different?” she asked over-casually.

“Such as?” I asked, giving her a look.

“Can you make Lexi look like Namia?”

“Good God, woman...”

“Oh go on, I’ll make it worth your while.”

“Mental manipulation for the purposes of sexual gratification is a slippery slope.”

“I just want a little variety. And there’s no spice like the unobtainable.”

“Maybe I should go back in there and see if I can fix whatever this is...”

She laughed and kissed me. Then she held me very tightly.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll try not to have another wobbly like that.”

“You’re entitled.”

“Still.”

Eventually she banished me so she could get some work done, but the hole was patched, at least for now. I knew that this was hard on her and that it wasn’t likely to get easier. All I could do was try to help her through it for as long as I could.

I headed to my lab. I wanted to start staring at my crystal... but then I remembered that the Enchanter was in there and I made for my library instead.

There had to be a way for a reality-warping material to be useful. Perhaps a method could be found to use it to enhance the materials we had? It was immensely potent stuff; it should be able to do something useful.

In theory.

In practice, after four hours of staring at it under various different kinds of Mage Sight, I concluded that there was no way I could use it in my current state. I would explode.

And it wasn’t of much use to Maximilian, either.

Just brushing the crystal’s energy with his Magic had caused a colossal, chaotic surge of energy that flung him across the room. It was only a potent combination of Wards and quick casting that saved the room from being demolished, to say nothing of the irreplaceable Enchanter. He’d have turned into soup on impact.

I hated it when Namia was right.

“Well... nope,” Maximilian said after he’d calmed down and tossed down a swallow of something from a hip flask.

“You don’t say?” I replied, eyeing up the cube and its contents as if my stare alone would compel it to reveal its secrets.

“No, really, nope. That stuff is so powerful, I couldn’t imagine what would happen if I applied it to what we’re trying to make. That’s even if I could manipulate it safely, which I can’t. I don’t even know what it would take to try. At the least, far more power than I have available. It’s almost like it has to be wrestled into compliance.”

“Damn,” I said with a frown.

“I have no doubt that I could figure it out eventually, but not in time to be useful. We’re talking about a project of years, here. Decades, really.”

I sighed.

“Worth the ask,” I said.

He shrugged and went back to the benches where he was working on his prototypes. I continued to glare at the crystal. I’d keep working on it, but Maximilian was probably right. This was a long-term project and long term wasn’t something I could afford to focus on at the moment.

I dropped the crystal into my Ring and went to work replacing my Lancelots. They had proven their worth, and I wanted more of them before the next crisis landed.
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As much as I may have preferred otherwise, the media coverage didn’t go away. It was foolish of me to expect it to, really. Colossal monster, peril, heroism, a dash of mystery... I should have known better.

“This is starting to be a problem,” Hellstrom said before taking a sip of tea. We were in my drawing room, a tea service on the table between us. I was doing my best to eat, but my appetite had been decreasing lately, which was not the best sign.

“It’ll go away eventually,” I replied, more hopefully that realistically before nibbling on a custard cream.

“No it won’t. The various Conclaves are so smitten with Rerek that it’s all I can do to keep from vomiting when they talk about him. The Portuguese are completely insufferable. They’re begging him to come live in ‘the city he saved’. Bleugh.”

I chuckled. “As much as I hate giving that man credit... he does deserve it. He saved that city.”

“I know that. And I know that he only succeeded because of a colossal screw-up, but this is still a problem. His stock has gone up massively, and that means that our support is decreasing. The European powers, especially, are wavering, and that is a lot of our backup right there.”

Most of it, in fact. Europe was the home of modern Magic. The strongest Magicians were there, or had ties there. If the Conclaves of Rome, Hannover or Cadiz started pulling their support, the rest of our allies would quickly follow. We might have expected to retain Portugal before this incident—they were old, old allies—but now?

“Without a coalition to fall back on,” Hellstrom said, “we’ll be facing down Yoruba’s Territorial Guard with the Warden Corps and what few Combat Magicians can be spared from the Archons’ Home Countries. And that’s assuming that the rest are shifting towards neutrality and not outright support.”

“Is that likely?” I asked.

“Last week, I’d have said no. But people are scared, Mathew. They were looking for an excuse to view Rerek as something other than a danger. Desperate for it, in fact.”

I could understand that. Given the choice between believing that the world’s most powerful active Magician was a monster or a hero, many would choose the option that made them feel better, and they’d latch onto anything that might support that hope.

Such as said potential-monster saving a city and slaying an existential threat, for example...

“How bad could it get?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I hope for the best, but I’m worried. Even some of our people are asking uncomfortable questions.”

I sighed. It just kept piling up. “What can I do?”

“Let me use your name. Let me put those who are wavering in contact with you.”

“Of course. Anything I can do.”

“And you’ll try not to piss them off so much that they rebel?”

I gave her a look.

“What? It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“That coup was not my fault!”

“That’s not how I remember it.”

Of course it wasn’t.

I shook my head.

“Our little fracas is entering a new phase,” she said. “And it’s not one that we are as well equipped to fight as our opponent. They have a hero, they have popular opinion and they have growing Pureborn support. We have... well, you.”

“Ouch.”

“Well, you don’t exactly cut a dashing figure.”

“How are you a politician with tact like that?”

“Would you rather I lie?”

“A little sugar-coating wouldn’t have killed you.”

“It might have. I possess a very low tolerance for bullshit.”

“And yet... politician.”

“So cynical,” she said with a shaking head.

“Really?”

She grinned.

“Is there anything else to be done?” I asked.

“Start looking for other allies?” she suggested. “I doubt we’ll lose all government support, but we may need to supplement it.”

“That is something I can help with. In fact, I have a number of Death Magicians who feel they owe me a favour.”

I told her about the Sons of Lethe.

“Oof. Lisbon really was a mess, wasn’t it?”

I nodded, subconsciously reaching up to scratch my mangled cheek. “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

She grimaced. “And now, onto the real reason I’m here.”

“There’s more?! What could follow ‘we’re about to lose all our support’?”

She laughed. “Well, I have been asked to make time for a representative of the African Council. I think it would be best for you to be there for that. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what it’s about.”

“Or to recognise the significance of the timing.”

“Quite.”

“When?”

“Day after tomorrow. Two o’clock.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Debate afterwards?”

I smiled. “With pleasure.”

“I’ll get you this time.”

“Of course you will.”

“You got lucky! I was ready for different arguments!”

“I hadn’t prepared at all,” I said casually.

She pouted.

“I hope the next interdimensional horror eats you alive.”

“You aren’t in control of any armed forces, are you? Because you always seem to be in a bit of a mood.”

“Slowly and painfully, one tiny appendage at a time...”

I tried not to let the waiting get to me. That seemed to be the bulk of what I was doing lately, waiting for terrible things to happen, and I hated it. I wanted to be doing something; fighting something.

Maybe I just wanted to feel useful.

I was so antsy that Cassandra actually felt that she had to sit on me to stop me pacing.

Naturally, that was when Tethys came in. The sight of that actually made my Succubus swoon with sudden excitement.

Cassandra, on seeing this reaction, hit me square in the gut and stormed off, leaving me very confused.

But at least it was a distraction.

Two days later, I was waiting in Hellstrom’s office.

The Primus put her phone down with a scowl. “He’s here. And it’s not a diplomat. It’s Yoruba himself.”

“Is that bad?”

“I doubt it’s good. And he’s bringing your not-brother with him.”

“I know that’s bad.”

She nodded and dropped into her seat. She rubbed her eyes. “Oh, I really miss my Magic,” she said with a sigh.

“You and me both,” I replied. She rolled her eyes.

“At least you have some left.”

“At least you’re getting yours back!”

“Touché.”

There was a knock at the door and Hellstrom stood. She flattened a wrinkle in her suit and came around to stand in front of the desk with me.

“Come in,” she said loudly enough to be heard.

The door opened and the pair came in. Yoruba looked very unhappy, like he was ready to start smashing things. Rerek looked calm, with a carefully neutral expression on his face.

“Thank you for seeing us, Primus,” Rerek said politely as the door was shut behind them. He offered his hand, which Hellstrom shook. Yoruba just continued to scowl.

“Of course, my Lord,” Hellstrom said. “Won’t you have a seat?”

She waved to the chairs in front of her desk and sat herself. I took a seat that had been set to one side for me.

Rerek sat. Yoruba dropped into his chair with more force than necessary. The seat groaned in protest. I winced in sympathy; it was a grand old piece of furniture and didn’t deserve an angry buttock.

Or the arsehole attached to it...

“So, what can the Conclave of Great Britain do for you today?”

“Mister Yoruba?” Rerek said.

“You can remove the foreign troops you have on my soil!” he snarled.

Yep, that’s what we figured he wanted.

Hellstrom frowned. “I think there must be some mistake. I don’t have any troops on your soil. Apart from anything else, I don’t have troops.”

And she’d said it with a straight face, too...

Yoruba slammed his fists down on the desk and leapt to his feet.

I was up on my own a second later, half a dozen Spells ready to go, but he advanced no further than the edge of the desk. Not on account of me, though. He was so incensed, I doubted he even noticed me move.

“Don’t play coy with me, you damned imperialist! There are more than two hundred European Magicians on African soil and they will be removed. Either by you... or by me,” this last said with a snarl.

“Firstly, Mister Yoruba, they are not European. They are Wardens, as you well know, and they answer to no nation. Many of them aren’t even from Europe. Secondly, because they are Wardens, I can tell you that even if I did order them to leave, they wouldn’t. They obey no authority but the Archons and the Primal. This Primal, to be precise,” Hellstrom continued, waving at me. “Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, even if I could remove them, I wouldn’t. They are keeping the Archons and, let’s not forget, a significant portion of bloody Tripoli from getting blown up.”

She stood as well, leaning towards Yoruba with a cold steel in her posture and voice that would have impressed even Kron, who was the master of that sort of thing.

“And fourthly, if I was an imperialist, you would have damned well learned about it long before now,” she said very softly, meeting his eyes all the while.

Yoruba’s face twisted into a snarl.

“Also, let’s not forget, that Tripoli does not belong to you. It belongs to Libya. And the government there has given permission for the Warden to remain in, and control, that area.”

“Semantics!”

“Hardly. It’s the law.”

“All Magic within the African continent is under the jurisdiction of my Council. That is the law!”

“Your law. Again, the Archons and their households do not answer to any country.”

“They will,” Yoruba growled.

“I doubt it.”

“Now, now, there’s no need to take such rigid positions,” Rerek said gently, placing a placating hand on Yoruba’s shoulder and guiding him back to his seat. “Primus, we both know that there are Magicians on the scene who have nothing to do with the Wardens. Support personnel, logisticians, volunteers and the like. Now, as you’ve said, there is nothing that can be done about the Wardens; they’re outside of any of our authorities, but there are British citizens there. And they are under my authority.”

Uh oh.

“Are you giving me a command, then, my Archon?” Hellstrom asked.

“I don’t want to have to do that, Arianna,” he said gently. He looked genuinely regretful, too. Very convincing, was Rerek...

“You’re going to have to, I’m afraid.”

He nodded, smiling sadly.

“Then it is so ordered. Remove your Magicians from North Africa. Immediately.”

“Of course,” Hellstrom replied with a submissive nod.

I frowned. What the hell?

“And now, Mathew,” Rerek said, turning to me, “I must order you to have the Wardens leave. For their safety.”

“Primals aren’t subject to the orders of Archons,” I replied.

Rerek smiled, this one was less ingratiating.

“They are if they know what’s good for them. I am here to facilitate, but it is Mister Yoruba that is insisting. I am merely trying to avoid bloodshed.”

“Like hell.”

“It’s true. Every Magician lost is a tragedy.”

I could think of one or two we could probably do without...

“Then keep Yoruba and his band of idiots away from Tripoli.”

“How dare you?!” Yoruba snarled, darting back to his feet.

“Yes, that was uncalled for, Mathew,” Rerek said.

“No, it wasn’t. And I will not give any order than exposes the Archons to harm.”

“We only want them given proper help!” Rerek replied. “There are twelve million Magicians in Africa; what pool are you drawing your experts from?”

“Everyone else,” I said simply. “And I’ve said before that any ideas are welcome. If Mister Yoruba has experts in Time Magic, I will happily speak to them.”

“Don’t be a fool, Mathew. Even you must see that this can’t continue,” Rerek said. “Those Wardens have to go, or an army will come for them. Can they stand against an army?”

“Yes.”

Yoruba spat on the floor at my feet. I wished he’d stop doing that; it really was disgusting.

“Then they will have a chance to prove it!” he snarled.

He turned on his heel and started to stomp off.

“Yoruba,” I said icily.

He stopped and turned back to me.

Something in my eyes made him actually pale.

“If one, and I do mean one of those Wardens comes to harm, then I will ensure that you pay for it. Not your government, not your people... you, Mister Yoruba.”

He twitched.

“Now, no doubt you’ll go away and think that I’m bluffing, or that I’m incapable, or that I lack the will... but I am dying, Triumvir. That means that I have very little to lose in a suicidal attack. Further, I am likely to go in such a way that prevents my making it to any sort of eternal rest. That means that I no longer fear Hellfire. Do you understand what that means?”

He got it.

He swallowed heavily.

“Excellent. And you may wish to take into account that even if you managed to destroy the garrison of Wardens in Tripoli, there are others around the world that you can’t touch. And if you think I’m scary, just wait until you meet a Sister of the Skull when she’s in a mood.”

The way he shuddered had me thinking he could picture that very clearly. Killian, after all, was a fixture at his Council, and Lord Death rarely went anywhere without his bodyguards.

“I will see that you regret this, Graves,” Yoruba snapped.

“Work quickly. I’ve only got so much regretting time left.”

He snarled and stormed off, almost ripping the office door off its hinges in his haste. His bodyguards had to jog to catch up with him.

Rerek waited until he was out of earshot, then he closed the door.

“You really are determined to start one war a year, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Yes. Now why don’t you just come out and tell us what you really want?” I asked, eager to be away so I could start making preparations.

He chuckled. “I can’t just want to see my brother and sister Archons safe?”

“Then leave them to me,” I replied.

He rolled his eyes. “How can I? You’re a kid!”

“I’m also not the one doing the work.”

He sighed.

“This is inevitable, Mathew. Look how quickly Hellstrom folded, and she is arguably your strongest supporter.”

Hellstrom didn’t look up at this, though her cheeks went red.

“After we’re done here, I’m going to have a similar conversation at every Conclave with residents giving you aid. They’ll fold, too, and then those Wardens will be alone and there will be no diplomatic incidents when Yoruba’s Territorial Guard moves in.”

“Won’t matter in the end,” I said.

“Ten thousand Combat Magicians, Mathew. That’s what Yoruba can call on in the event of a fight. Can your Wardens take that many?”

“Probably. But that’s not what you’re asking, is it? What you want to know is if I can,” I replied evenly, letting a smile cross my features. “You’re worried that I might just have enough left in me to tip this thing the other way and destroy your growing power base.”

“You think I’m worried about pitting you up against ten thousand Battle Mages?” he scoffed.

“I would be,” I replied evenly. “Especially seeing as how you wouldn’t dare take part in wiping out the Warden Corps; you’d never have credibility again. You’d have to stay out of it, leaving Yoruba without true heavy support. On top of all that, I wouldn’t be alone. And I wouldn’t fight them straight up, as you well know.”

“You also wouldn’t kill them. We both know that! And there’s no way you beat that many without killing some of them.”

I shrugged.

“Maybe. And maybe you’re right about everything else, too.”

I looked him in the eye.

“Shall we find out?”

He smiled. There was respect there—grudging, no doubt.

“I’ll say this; you do pick the very best fights.”

“Just leave us alone, Rerek,” I said. “The odds are I’ll fail, they’ll die and I’ll follow soon after. You’ll have your planet. There’s no need to throw lives away.”

“Now, there’s no way you think I’m that stupid. You have a plan. And I doubt it includes leaving me at liberty if you and the Archons are gone.”

“You wound me, sir.”

“I know you. Difference.”

I would have disagreed, but he did know me. Likely better than most. It was annoying.

“Think that if you like. I’m sure it fits with your view of me,” I replied dismissively.

“Indeed it does. Within two days, your support will be gone, and then I won’t be able to stop Yoruba-“

“Stop? Good one,” I interrupted. “As if that imbecile ever had an original thought!”

“You’d be surprised. Really doesn’t like the idea of Europeans taking liberties with his continent. Something of a chip on his shoulder after all that... colonial stuff. I think he rather enjoys having the excuse, actually.”

“And it doesn’t matter to him that a third of those Wardens come from Africa or call some part of it home?”

“What do you think?”

“I think this isn’t going to end well.”

He shrugged.

“But it’ll be entertaining! Best of luck, Graves,” he said before turning to Hellstrom. He bowed. “Your Grace. Thank you for meeting with me, and for being so reasonable.”

She stood and bowed back. “My Lord Shadow.”

He smirked at me, and left. He had more Wardens now, I noted. They followed him out. Real Magicians, this time. Of the four, two were Sorcerers. He was getting more powerful, just as Walder had predicted.

Orpheus nodded to me from next to the outer door and I nodded back before Willing the door shut again.

“Bloody hell,” Hellstrom said. She moved to a sideboard and opened it to reveal a drinks cabinet. She poured something amber into a heavy crystal glass and took a large sip.

“It’s not what it sounded like,” she said once she’d steadied herself a little.

“God, I hope not, or things just became a lot worse.”

She shook her head tiredly. “The Magicians out there don’t work directly for the Conclave. They’re British citizens, but not British employees. I can’t legally compel them to come home.”

“Splitting that hair a little thin, aren’t we?”

“Better that than remove half the garrison’s numbers,” she replied, pouring herself another measure, which she sipped more slowly this time.

“And this is a... consistent policy?” I asked. “With the other volunteer nations, I mean?”

She nodded. “I talked to the other Primuses. We have our stories straight. This should buy us a little more time, which we can then stretch into even more when Yoruba’s people come back to protest our people not leaving... time, time, time.”

“How much do you think?”

“I don’t know. Hopefully enough, because a fight would be... bad. It’s actually more than ten thousand Combat Magicians. Probably twelve-plus and that’s just his professional warriors.”

“Fantastic.”

“A war of that scale would be disastrous. Losing the Warden Corps would be bad enough, but with what they’d likely take with them... the world could lose a significant number of its Sorcerers, most of its dedicated existential-crisis managers and its Archons all in one go.

“I like to think that Yoruba won’t attack if there’s a risk of bringing our Conclave and the allies in on the Wardens’ side, but he’s an ambitious man, and the African Magicians are united in a way that the rest of the world’s aren’t. He might try it.”

Something of an irony, there. In every other part of the world, Magicians were divided by country; Britain, the States, France, etc. Only in Africa was the entire continent’s Magicians organised under a single banner. Rather a sharp contrast to the Pureborn politics of the region, where no two countries could even agree on the colour of an orange without some sort of violent argument.

“Buy us as much time as you can, then,” I said. “And we’ll just have to hope that Yoruba isn’t a maniac.”

“Yes, because hoping for the best has never backfired in foreign policy before...”
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Well... not good.

And it got worse.

Within two days, the Spanish, French and Belgian Conclaves withdrew their support. The Portuguese, too, but that had been a given. That was a quarter of the non-Warden Magicians in the Garrison, but thankfully only a negligible number of the Sorcerers and Wizards.

Bad enough. But then, in spite of what I’d said to Yoruba, he started moving in his own forces. He’d already stationed a few in the area to keep an eye on things, but now Tripoli had been all but inundated with them. Walder’s scouts reported upwards of fifteen hundred Territorial Guard Magicians stationed in an arc around the docks. They filled so many hotels and guest houses that they had to start renting homes directly from locals. That couldn’t have been cheap.

It wasn’t quite a siege, not yet at any rate, but it was only a matter of time before someone did something stupid, especially as the Guard had started prodding the Fortress Shield for weaknesses.

The Wardens pushed back, of course, batting away Scrying attempts and escorting away those who got too close. It was all quite civilised; a cold skirmish, if you will.

For now.

But it wouldn’t last. Nerves would start to fray, people would get tired and irritable, someone would get annoyed at just the wrong moment and off we’d go.

And all this before Rerek and Yoruba had finished undermining our support. What would things be like in a week? A month?

I had to think of something that could stall things further, or at the least prepare a firebreak I could deploy for when things eventually got hot.

That’s what I was doing when Namia found me.

I hadn’t made immense amounts of progress. I was bent over a map of the Tripoli docks, the approximate positions of the Guard Magicians marked in red; the Warden’s stronghold a solitary blue dot next to the sea.

It didn’t look good, but I did have the ghost of an idea. You’ll get that joke later.

A small, silk sack fell on my map with a heavy thump, breaking me out of something resembling a trance.

“Huh?” I managed. “Oh, Sutton, what can I do for you?”

She rolled her eyes and nodded at the sack.

“Told you I’d help,” she said with a smile.

I lifted an eyebrow and undid the drawstring. My eyes went wide as I saw what was in there.

“Seriously?!” I gasped as I pulled out a little, plastic-wrapped block containing tightly-packed, golden grains. Familiar grains. Precious grains.

“One hundred grams of one hundred percent purity Adam’s Sand,” she said smugly.

One of the three materials I was scouring the globe for. In the time since we’d started, we’d barely assembled a tiny fraction of this amount.

“How?” I sputtered, barely able to speak. This was a huge step in the right direction.

Relatively speaking, anyway. In absolute terms, it was a rather small step, but I wasn’t going to let a little thing like reality ruin my sudden flash of hope, no sir!

“A friend of a friend from Atarakis,” she replied. “He’s working on more.”

I was dumb-struck. I actually had a little hope again that things might be alright. Lately it had been setback after setback, but now things were looking like they might actually work out.

“I don’t know what to say... except thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, pay me, that was expensive!”

“Just ask Tethys; she’ll give you whatever you ask for. Within reason.”

She laughed evilly. “I’m gonna be so rich...” she purred.

“Please don’t gouge us, or there might not be enough money to pay for your next shipment... there will be another, right?”

“Like I said, he’s working on it. But materials are hard to come by on Atarakis, lately, something’s rather strangling the trade.”

“Well, they have had some rebuilding to do.”

“That might be it.”

“Might?”

“There are rumours,” she said with a grimace, dropping into one of my seats.

“What sort of rumours?” I pressed when she didn’t continue.

“Mass buy-outs, mostly. Every mine, every Divine Manufactory, every potential source of Enchanting Materials. I made some enquiries; I figured I’d make some money. One of my friends sent me a picture and one thing in particular caught my attention.”

She pulled her phone, tapped at it and handed it to me.

“This was one of the men who made the deals.”

The picture was grainy, of a tall, thin man, dressed all in black, coming out of a building with a gaggle of Demigods around him. I couldn’t make out many details, but there was a red circle highlighting his left lapel, where there was something round... and silver.

My shoulders sagged again.

“Snakes,” I whispered.

She nodded. “Now, it’s possible that this is a coincidence, and that they’re simply investing in a place that recently opened up to a Magician’s money. It’s perfectly possible that this is just a fellow in a dark suit with a circular pin...”

“But it’s just as possible that it’s not. Damn! Did anyone tell you when they started doing all this?”

“The first buy-out happened about two months ago, in April.”

“Well, that’s something. There was no way they could have known that I’d need those crafting materials way back then.”

“Probably not,” she said with a sigh, but then she frowned, which quickly turned into a wide-eyed wince.

“What?” I asked.

“Didn’t you mention that a Time Magician was missing? And that it didn’t look as if he’d been kidnapped? That he’d left on his own?”

My mouth dropped open and my heart fell into my guts.

“You don’t think...?” I said, quickly dawning horror creeping over me.

“I hope not,” she said, “I really do, because if it were me, and I knew ahead of time what you’d need to save the Archons from a trap I’d created, I’d have bought those companies, taken every last gram of the usable material, and dropped them into a volcano.”

I needed to sit down.

I missed the chair.

Even Namia couldn’t muster up a laugh.

“Oh, holy God, no wonder they’ve been so effective. If they’ve done what you think they have, then they’d have planned this out perfectly.... but wait, Temporal Sight’s been badly blocked lately; surely...?”

She shrugged. “It’s all a theory, Mathew. I may be wrong.”

“It explains a lot, though.”

She nodded. “Besides, even if I’m wrong, I’ve rarely found it unwise to expect the very worst. And while we’re on the topic, let’s not forget that they have at least one Black Magician. Behemoth’s wake-up call?”

I nodded slowly.

“That may explain their ability to See while our side can’t,” she offered. “They might have done something to the Time Mage.”

“Wait, how did you know about the Time Mage?” I asked with a frown. “I didn’t tell you that.”

That was one of those things we were keeping to ourselves.

“Ross has a crush on me, and she’s a talker.”

Worst Warden ever, I swear.

I rubbed my aching forehead again.

“In any event, we now appear to have a problem,” I said.

“I count something like six at this point, but go on.”

“Fair enough. The pressing issue is Atarakis. If the Snakes are there, and they’ve been hoarding materials, or shutting down production, then that needs to stop, and it needs to stop now. We need to get in there and restore the status quo.”

“How, exactly?”

“I’ll have Tethys start paying attention. That should tell me everything I need to know, and give me a place to start squeezing.”

“Be very careful, Graves. A lot of money’s been thrown around. If it is the Children, then they’ve managed to buy a lot of friends on an island that is only just starting to warm up to us.”

“I still have friends on Atarakis, too. People I can trust.”

People I could send to go and have a quiet snoop around.

“Yes, people. I can’t imagine your Warden Commander is going to like what you have in mind for those... people.”

“Even I don’t know what I have in mind yet; how can you know?”

“You think I haven’t been paying attention to your comings and goings, enemy-mine? I know how you work.”

“Do I want to know why you’re paying such close attention?”

“Probably not. You wouldn’t sleep again.”

“Noted. Alright. Thanks Namia.”

“Let me know when you do something. I want to come along. There might be loot.”

“What is it with you and loot?”

“Like you’re one to talk.”

Well, she had me there.

When Namia was gone, I called in my inner circle, along with Umaira and Orpheus. I made sure Lexi wasn’t there, though. She was apparently a blabber.

I recounted my conversation with Namia.

Stunned silence greeted me when I was done.

“Oh... not good,” Tethys said.

“If Quinn,” Orpheus said (that was the name of the missing Time Magician), “has been helping the Snakes, then this would explain a lot. He was one of Grandmother’s apprentices. He had access to every piece of data at the Refuge. Who knows what information he could have picked up?”

Such as everything one would need to release Behemoth, just to puck something out of the ether...

“How bad could this be, Umaira?” I asked. “How much can he see?”

She frowned. “He shouldn’t be able to See anything at all. My Foresight barely extends a couple of days, and it’s unreliable at that.”

“Could Black Magic make a difference?” I asked.

“I have no idea,” she replied. “I don’t understand it well enough to tell you one way or the other. But, in theory, if you were willing to sacrifice life-span and do irreparable damage to your Well, it is possible to super-charge the Foresight. But every second you do it, you lose a chunk of your Well capacity. If Black Magic can help with that, then it’s possible, but I doubt it’s sustainable. If everything that’s happened is because of this Quinn character, then he’s likely either a dribbling wreck by now or quite insane. Forcing Time through your brain like that will damage the psyche, no matter what you do to reinforce it.”

“So, if you had to guess, what would you say our chances are of countering the Children without them knowing what we’re about to do?”

“It really would be a guess,” she replied.

“I’ll take it.”

“Fifty-fifty.”

I grimaced.

“Rats,” I said. “I don’t suppose one of Kron’s Temporal Blocks would help at all?”

“You have one?”

“Several,” I replied, tapping my amulet. Cassandra, Demise, Tethys and Orpheus followed suit.

“Then yes, it should help. Just make sure that nobody engages the Snakes without one, in case they’ve managed to preserve their Time Mage in some way. I should warn you that a Magician trained by Lady Time herself might know what to look out for in that regard, though. He might be able to spot the absence in the timeline. I couldn’t, but I’m relatively untrained. How old is this Quinn fellow?”

“Two hundred and... five? Ish? Something like that. He was with us for about fifty years,” Orpheus replied.

Umaira frowned. “Again, fifty-fifty. Too many unknowns. Maybe a bit less for our side.”

“Still better than nothing. And that leads us onto what we can do about all this. As usual, finding out will be down to a certain someone,” I said, smiling at Tethys.

“You lot would be lost without me.”

“I’ve never said anything to the contrary.”

She snorted and I turned to Cassandra. “And there is someone else who might be of considerable use. A Demigod of our acquaintance. If you can spare him.”

“You want to send Nick back into that snake pit?” she asked crossly.

“Well, the world is rather literally at stake, Cassie. Also, it’s his home. I wouldn’t call it that in front of him.”

At this, she looked rather sheepish.

“Already did that, didn’t you?”

“No...”

“So, every day?”

“Shut up, Graves.”

“Okay. And anyway, he won’t be alone. I have that marker to call in with the boss over there.”

She frowned, glaring at me while she thought about it.

“Send one of Kandi’s contractors with him and you have a deal.”

“Whatever you say.”

“And I hate you.”

“Goes without saying. First, though, we have to confirm who we’re dealing with,” I said, again turning to Tethys. “I would like to hope that we’re not dealing with the Snakes, but...”

“I’ll find out, one way or another.”

“Tell your operatives to be careful. If everything Namia said tracks, then we are dealing with a very well prepared group of people. They might know we’re coming. In fact, assume that they do. The Snakes have proven themselves to be too dangerous to take any chances with.”

“Assuming it is the Snakes,” Cassandra said.

“Yes. Assuming it’s the Snakes.”




Chapter 34



“It’s the Snakes,” Tethys said a day later as she dropped a heavy folder onto my desk.

“Damn it. I’d really hoped I was just getting paranoid in my old age.”

She chuckled and started pulling out a series of documents.

“There are nineteen companies on Atarakis that deal in the manufacture or prospecting of Magical Materials. They represent one quarter of the island’s revenue.”

She spread out the papers.

“Fourteen of them were bought up in the last eight weeks, and the last five have suffered considerable setbacks. Fires, mass worker sickness, system shutdowns, a strike... you get the idea.”

“I’m starting to. How did you get to Snakes?”

“It wasn’t even hard. They were quite brazen about it, like they wanted people to know who they were and what they were about. Though, naturally, they weren’t doing anything to draw negative attention.”

“Sounds a little too easy. Laying a trap?” I suggested.

“That does rather seem to be their thing, doesn’t it?”

I leaned back in my chair.

“How do we fix it?” I asked.

She grimaced and dropped into a recliner.

“I don’t know that we can,” she said gently. “From what I can gather, each one of the businesses they purchased has been completely shut down for ‘renovation’. Every member of staff is on leave with full pay, and expect to be for the next three to four months.”

I swore.

“Quite. They’ve engineered things in such a way that not only are those companies out of action, but nobody even cares.”

“What about tracking down the workers and having them work for us?”

What made Atarakis such a gold mine for rare materials was that they weren’t just dug out of the ground there; some of the Demigods could actually make them directly with their powers. It wasn’t a common ability, even there, but it worked.

“I thought of that. I even made enquiries. They’re bound by some pretty draconian non-compete contracts and the ones that can make the really rare stuff seem to have gone on a retreat to an undisclosed location at the invitation of ‘management’. With their families in tow.”

I wanted to start breaking things.

Check. Mate.

Again!

So this is what it felt like to be out-smarted.

I didn’t like it.

No wonder so many people hated me.

“Was there any good news?” I begged.

“A very tiny bit,” she replied, handing me a slimmer folder from within the heap. “I managed to buy one of the firebombed companies as long as I took on the repairs and kept the previous owner as CEO and a minority shareholder. They have a Demigod who can make Adam’s Sand, just not a huge amount of it.”

“How much?” I asked.

“Two point two-seven grams a day. He’s already started. We had to offer him quite a bit to work twenty-four-seven for the foreseeable. An awful lot, actually. And the materials cost for the transformation is insane, but it’s viable.”

Damn, she was good!

But even if the Demigod worked every day between now and the day the first Warden was due to die, that was still only one hundred and forty-three grams in total, less when you take into account building time for the item. Call it one hundred and thirty to be safe.

“Every little helps,” I said. “Well done, Love.”

She smiled; preened, actually.

Still not enough, though, but it was another step in the right direction.

“I hired a local company to provide security. Counter-Magician security. There won’t be any repeats of their previous problems.”

“You are brilliant, you know that?”

“Yes, but feel free to remind me as often as you like,” she said with a giggle.

She picked up a summary sheet and handed it to me.

“The report’s not complete of course. We’re still waiting for Lazaron to finish his investigations, if you could call them that; damned bull in a China shop. Once he’s finished, we’ll see if there’s anything more to be done. I’m hoping he’ll at least have a lead on these bastards. One that you can squeeze.”

I’d sent Nick to Zion Trios, Atarakis’ Voice of the Divine (pretentious name for ‘big boss’). He owed me a favour and said he’d help Nick personally. I had high hopes that they’d turn up something... which would hopefully not turn out to be another trap.

“I hope that, too,” I growled. She shivered.

“Ooh, say it like that again,” she purred.

I smiled and came over to her, leaning in so I could whisper into her ear when I did as she asked.

She pounced on me.

God, I loved it when she did that...

It was another day before Nick got back to us.

“Graves, I have something,” he said over the phone.

It was just after ten at night and I was ready for bed; I’d actually had one leg under the covers when he’d called. I seemed to be getting tired more easily, lately. Even ten was pushing it in terms of what my body demanded in terms of bedtime.

“Tell me,” I said, all thoughts of sleep forgotten.

“Magician called Pontius, no last name. I’m texting you his address, but you’ve got to move. He’s only there for the next hour. Two at the most.”

“Great. Thanks Nick. Come on home.”

“I think I’ll stay for a while. Some threads I still haven’t pulled. I’ll get back to you.”

“Anything you can do. Really, Nick, thanks.”

“Just doing my job. These people are interfering with my home,” he said, his voice low and filled with anger. “The only reason I’ve not gone to see him myself is that I don’t think I could take him without killing him. You can.”

“That’s the hope.”

We hung up and I called Cassie even as I was gearing up. She quickly got everyone organised, Namia included. She had—unfortunately—earned the right to have her request to come with us fulfilled. Demise loaned her Kron’s Time-Sight blocking amulet without even having to be asked. You can probably guess what happened to Cassandra’s, so it was unavailable.

I threw on trousers, tough walking boots and a hooded jumper that was tight enough that any Black Hosts we encountered (had to assume) wouldn’t be able to grab onto anything (except the hood, I suppose... maybe it wasn’t the best choice).

Orpheus, Lexi and Namia were waiting in the front hall when I arrived. I quickly explained what we were about and showed the coordinates to Lexi who tapped them into her phone so she could see a map of the area.

“I’ve got a square about fifty metres from the property,” she said. “That should be far enough that he can’t feel the Portal.”

“Sounds good.”

She nodded and got to work.

“Shadow, what’s with the face? Trying to intimidate?” Namia asked.

“What?”

“Your Illusion’s flickering.”

I concentrated, and something was, indeed, not working properly. The Spell was solid, but the effect was cutting out. I shut it down and recast. It started flickering again almost instantly.

“What the hell?” I said.

Orpheus came over and cast Mage Sight. He grunted unhappily. “I’m no Aura expert, but I think that Behemoth’s stain is interacting with your... problem. It seems to be spreading out and that’s interfering with the Illusion.”

I cursed and simply shut it down.

“I’ll deal with it later,” I said.

“Sure,” Orpheus said, looking away sadly.

I sighed and turned towards Lexi’s newly-conjured Portal. One thing at a time.

“You may want to put your hood up. The sounds of screaming people might alert our target,” Namia said meanly.

I decided to maintain my dignity and not reply. Maybe I’d poison her food later, we’d see.

I did put my hood up, though. She had a point.

We emerged into one of the residential districts of Atarakis Island. It was nearer to the centre of the city, in one of the older parts of town, where the buildings were grand, but not as tall as in the newer parts.

The square Lexi chose was immaculate, all trees and bushes with some ornamental benches. The night was warm and quiet, lit gently by some street lamps. I wished I’d had the chance to see the city under better circumstances. It really was quite lovely. The buildings were old and stately, the marble perfectly white, the tiles a vibrant orange; the perfect representation of old Mediterranean architecture, apparently untouched by time.

“This way,” Lexi whispered, breaking me from my contemplation as she led the way towards a nearby gate and then into a broad avenue that ran through the centre of the district.

It didn’t take us long to get where we were going; a well-lit house in the middle of a grass lot all its own. The front was all columns, with a pointed top three stories above the ground. Soft music was playing and figures could be seen through the many windows.

Mage Sight showed two Magicians and half a dozen Demigods. I would like to hope that the Demigods weren’t part of this, but I dared not assume.

“Alright,” I said, “Lexi, put up a Portal Jammer. You and Orpheus will head to the front door and knock. Make sure you’re loud and let anyone inside know who you are and who you’re with. Namia, you and I will head to the back to catch-”

Buzzzzzz!

“Damn it,” I said, pulling my phone.

Walder.

I answered. The Warden Commander wouldn’t call unless it were important.

“Graves,” I said.

“They’ve attacked. One of my patrols was just captured. Another barely escaped. I’ve got four hundred Territorial Guard massing for an assault and they’ve got my men out front as shields. Wait one.”

Ominous silence and precious time wasted...

“They’re sending a man forward with a white flag.”

I cursed again, my eyes flicking to the building at the precious information it contained.

“Can you stall?” I asked.

“I doubt it. They’ll demand we withdraw and threaten my men. Only really two responses, neither of which buy time.”

Frustration boiled within me. So close...

But Walder wouldn’t have called me if he wasn’t worried about lives being lost.

“I’m on my way,” I said.

“Hurry. Or someone’s going to die.”

We hung up.

“Change of plans.”

I explained the situation.

“Lexi, would you open a Portal... here?” I said, pointing to a spot on the map of Tripoli. It was to the east of the Garrison, further along the stretched finger of rock and concrete that was the docks, and away from where one might expect to find Guardsmen.

“Sure,” she replied.

“What about the target?” Namia asked, nodding at the house.

“We’ll have to hope he’s still here when we’re done.”

“A couple of us could stay?” Lexi suggested.

“You will, to observe only. If the Magicians leave, follow them. Keep in constant contact with Tethys. You can follow a Portal, right?”

“If I’m fast enough.”

“Good. Do so. Don’t give yourself away; we need them complacent.”

“Okay.”

“Back to the square, then, and we’ll just hope we can get this resolved quickly.”

I suppose I could have called in the Sons of Lethe to deal with Walder’s problem, but that was the nuclear option. If I deployed them, that was it; all out war. Lots of dead Magicians. If I could deal with it relatively quietly, and bloodlessly, we might be in with a chance of keeping a lid on things for a little while longer.

Oh, I hoped I was making the right choice...

“Namia, are you willing to come along? Another Sorcerer would be a help.”

“In exchange for another favour in the bank.”

“Good grief, woman...”

“A small favour.”

“Fine,” I said with a sigh.

She extended her hand and grinned. I shook it.

“Oh, the things I could ask for...” she muttered, rubbing her hands together creepily.

I suddenly understood how all those people who made deals with the Devil must have felt when the ink was dry...




Chapter 35



At that time of night, the port of Tripoli was relatively quiet, if not empty. I was glad of it; fewer people could get caught in any crossfire.

The landscape looked considerably different than it had the last time I was there. I could only imagine what pressure had been brought to bear to get the government to allow Walder to move their lighthouse (it was now well to the east; probably a better spot for the thing, anyway), and knock down something like fifteen buildings.

In their place was a circular, walled compound fifty metres across with another fifty metres of clear space around it. The walls were ten metres tall and seamless, with towers every twenty metres. The whole thing was surrounded by an impressive Fortress Shield, which was, in turn, surrounded by highly complex Illusions and Mental Magic that would keep what was inside out of sight and subtly nudge people away.

Lexi’s Portal brought us out behind the walls of an empty warehouse complex, putting the Garrison between us and Yoruba’s forces.

I cast Mage Sight and did my best not to swear.

The Guard was massed in a thick line, facing the Garrison. Four bound men were on their knees at the centre, where a group of Sorcerers watched over them. They looked like Hopkins’ men; dressed in tactical gear, though unarmed and bloodied, now.

I clenched a fist. Someone was going to pay for that.

The strongest of the Guard’s Magicians was walking forwards with two of his people, under a white flag.

Things were already proceeding. There wasn’t much time for me to prepare.

“Follow me,” I whispered, using my Will to lift me over a wall before jogging to the south-west, away from the Guard and towards a pair of towers that may have been for customs inspections, though I couldn’t be sure. I made sure to keep as much concrete and steel between me and them so they wouldn’t see me coming.

Another bit of Will and I was kneeling on the top of the more northern tower, peering over the lip of the roof. I had the Guard in sight, at one end of their line. Nobody was looking in my direction.

Oh, there sure were a lot of them. Four hundred and thirty-three Territorial Guard Magicians, of which twenty were Wizards and eight were Sorcerers.

Not great odds.

Unless I cheated.

I turned to Namia and Orpheus. I explained what I had in mind.

Namia grinned.

“What an awful moment; you’re actually attractive to me,” she said, licking her lips.

“You desperately need a hobby.”

“And it’s gone. Speaking ruined it.”

I shook my head. “Questions?”

There were none. The pair vanished behind Illusions and left me to it.

I took a breath.

Four hundred Magicians.

I would have baulked when I was, well... me.

Now?

Well, it wasn’t like there was really a choice; either I did something or Walder did. And what I did was likely to have a good deal less blood on it when all was said and done.

Hopefully.

Okay. All I really had to do was create a distraction large enough to allow my two associates to rescue the prisoners in the confusion. But, I hear you ask, how does one mangled Magician successfully distract a force that large without getting himself turned into tomato purée within the first two seconds?

Good question.

Thankfully, I’d recently had some rather... oversized inspiration in that regard.

It’s been said that the very last thing that an enemy should do is give me ideas.

You’d think word would have gotten around.

I reached into the Spirit Realm.

Behemoth had taught me that there was immense potential in the principles of emotional attack. I’d been scratching my head over that one, I have to say. It wasn’t easy to use emotion as an area of effect weapon without considerable preparation or an artefact of some sort.

Thankfully, the work had already been done by far more experienced men. I found the solution in one of the books I’d been left by the Ectomancer who’d died trying to fix my Well.

It was actually rather simple in principle, if ridiculously difficult in execution.

The Spirit Realm was, simply, a dimension of pure emotion, existing in parallel with ours. Any strong feeling left an impression there, a snapshot of the creature at the instant of that feeling. That was a Spirit. The more intense the emotion, the stronger the Spirit. If that emotion was powerful enough, then the resulting Spirit could even retain something akin to complete consciousness and might consume or absorb weaker Spirits to get stronger. Naturally, it all depended on the emotion that created them. Spirits of Love or Cunning, for example, were far more stable than those conjured by Rage or Hatred.

I took a moment to concentrate, focussing on what I felt when I was facing Behemoth. I let my terror and horror build within me, let my revulsion take hold, and then I cast the Spell that would draw Spirits of those particular emotions to me.

In a city that had been fought over since the Mediterranean peoples had learned the benefits of whacking other human beings over the head, it wasn’t hard to find recruits.

Hundreds, then thousands of Spirits answered my call.

I could have unleashed them all in a chaotic horde that would have easily broken the Guard besieging Walder’s fortress... but that would also have had the prisoners, Orpheus, Namia and, shortly afterwards, Tripoli erupting into a frenzy of existential horror. Not ideal.

So I started linking to the Spirits individually, feeding them just enough energy to stabilise and accept my Will.

Again, I sent a silent thank-you into the great beyond for Master Usbryd’s kindness. Without his books, the most I’d have been able to Summon in one go at my skill level would have been two or three dozen. Not an insignificant army, true, but nowhere near enough. Usbryd’s knowledge taught me how to branch strands of Will outwards, allowing me to group Spirits together until a single thread of thought, like the filaments of a spider’s web, branching out further and further.

I checked on the Guard. The one with the flag was at the Garrison and shouting at the walls. I didn’t have much time.

I redoubled my efforts, and my army grew by the second.

When I got to the very limit of what I could control, I started empowering them. This was the tricky part; choosing what I wanted the Spirits to do and giving them just enough energy so that they could. According to Master Usbryd, there were two broad categories of summoned Spirit: Howlers and Rippers.

The Ripper was more corporeal, its form made solid enough that it could attack physically. Useful, but not what the situation called for. Not yet. The Howler, however, was all about the emotion, fuelling the energy that created the Spirit so that it could project that feeling onto others.

That’s what I needed.

I made sure that I had remembered the process correctly, and then I supplied the energy as quickly as I dared. I had a couple of dodgy moments as Spirits threatened to escape my control or disperse entirely, but I compensated. Just.

I let out a breath and wiped sweat off my forehead as I finished. Maintaining that level of emotion was draining and quite unpleasant. I’d had to feel all that nastiness, but at the same time maintain a tight control of it; it was like balancing on a knife-edge, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to do it too often.

After a moment to collect myself, I was ready. And just in time, too, the shouting of the flag-party was getting louder and less civilised. A knife had been drawn and the talk had changed to include a discussion of the various expendable appendages of the prisoners.

Pricks.

Let’s see if we can arrange a little comeuppance...

I let out my breath and fully summoned my Spirits.

The air above the Guard rippled and trembled, distorting like it was on fire. The darkness of the Mediterranean night lightened just a little into a deep grey... and then the world erupted with screams and howls as hundreds and hundreds of Spirits burst into our reality.

No two looked exactly alike. Most were humanoid, but some were lupine, some looked like prey animals, others like birds or large fish. None looked as they would have in life, twisted by the power of the emotion that created them. Some even carried over the wounds of their deaths; those were the strongest, the energy of their passing making them even more powerful, deepening the imprint they made on the Realm.

They were like beacons, some transmitting terror, others horror, some revulsion. Just their presence was enough to trigger the corresponding emotion within a living being. But it was the howls that held the lion’s share of their power, hence the name. The sound acted as a carrier, bearing the emotional energy directly into the minds of those that heard it.

Walder and his men had been prepared for it, as had Orpheus and Namia. They’d feel it, but wouldn’t be overwhelmed unless the Spirits touched them, which they wouldn’t.

The Guard, though, weren’t so lucky; they hadn’t been remotely ready for anything like this.

About a third were stubborn or disciplined enough to stay where they were and start fighting back.

The rest, some three hundred men and women, ran.

They ran like hell, their screams rising to mingle with those of my Howlers, their terror merging and enhancing what was already there, causing yet more Magicians to run.

They didn’t get far.

I sent about a quarter of my minions to keep the resisting Magicians busy, and the rest dropped on those who were running, washing over them like an ocean wave.

Not a one had been able to Conjure or maintain a defence. Not even the most basic of Will Shields, they’d been that overwhelmed.

That was bad enough for the poor bastards, but then it got worse as the Howlers got in among them. Incorporeal, they couldn’t touch the Magician’s bodies, couldn’t cut or claw or tear. But every touch, even the lightest brush of them sent waves of unearthly energy into those fleeing Guardsmen, more than enough to drive maddening amounts of foreign emotion into their minds. Many simply couldn’t handle it and fell over, catatonic within moments. Some went temporarily mad and attacked those around them wildly, their Magic going haywire under the overwhelming force of the Psychic attack. Yet more froze or started clawing at their eyes and ears just to escape the terror and horror.

It was a terrible thing to do to a person, but nobody would suffer lasting harm. Well... an unfortunate few may have suffered the odd small heart attack, but that was where Orpheus came in. He was watching, and stabilised those who looked like they were in real danger. He did it quicker and more subtly than I could have done, too. He was that good that nobody even knew he was there.

Not even when he started putting great swathes of them into Enchanted Comas did anyone spot him.

The ones who’d resisted the initial attack soon recovered from their surprise and started fighting back. It was mostly instinctual at first, the sky lighting up as fire and electricity flew into the horde of Howlers. They knew their stuff, clearly, but they weren’t as efficient as they could have been. That changed rapidly as soon someone in the middle of the pack started giving orders.

Fire and lightning became simple light, which was both less energy-intensive and more effective against Spirits. They quickly cleared the area around themselves and started aiming towards the Howlers attacking their comrades, aiming high so that they wouldn’t hit one of their own.

I lost dozens of Spirits.

But I just summoned more... and then more.

Wow, had I been fighting the hard way!

For years now, I’d been risking my precious neck when, all the while, I could have just been hurling wave after wave of expendable cannon-fodder at the enemy.

Damn, did I feel dumb. Sure, this wouldn’t have worked in direct sunlight, but that could have been worked around. I shook my head at my own complacency.

I dispatched about half my new Spirits to keep the disciplined Guardsmen busy while I helped disable the remaining runners. By the time I turned back to the more dangerous group, most of the Howlers left with them had been banished. Further, the Acolytes and Adepts had gathered around the Sorcerers and Wizards—the prisoners at the centre of their group—and they were working together as a unit, which made them even more effective.

A great dome of light appeared, which repelled or destroyed the Spirits too close to it. I pulled the rest out of sight and replenished their numbers. I pulled about half of them away from the rest and shifted the power I was feeding them, changing them from Howlers into Rippers.

Then I sent them in again.

Beams of light seared into the sky. Spirits vanished by the dozen. The Guardsmen fought well, demolishing half my force as quickly as it had arrived.

They must have been pretty confident for a second there.

But then, when I had them looking up and away from me... I threw a Dispel at their dome.

It disintegrated just as my Spirits had reached the edge of its effective range.

Some of them must have known what was about to happen and yet the Territorial Guard held their formation. Just about any other force of Magicians would have run, panicked or cut their losses, but not them.

If they hadn’t been working for a nitwit, I might actually have started to respect them. I forced that feeling away, though. Emotion was all when dealing with Spirits, and I could afford no confusion. Besides, respecting them would have made doing horrible things to them harder, and I had enough nightmares.

More beams and bolts of coherent light went blasting out, tearing into the packed ranks of Spirits, shredding them into pieces and sending them back to the Spirit Realm. Some would never coalesce again, but that wasn’t really a loss. There were always more, and they were as far from alive as you could possibly get. I made sure of that; only picking the ones that were insane or tortured. The ones for whom dispersal was a mercy.

The rest of the horde hit the Guard like a battering ram, the Rippers digging and slashing at their shields as they went through the packed ranks, with the Howlers ready to slip past and disable any undefended Magicians.

The damage of each attack was minimal, really, a fraction of a percent off the top of their shield power with every strike.

But every Spirit got in a swipe or two on their way through, and there were hundreds of them. More after I was done replenishing their numbers.

There were some foul-ups, of course. I was very new at Summoning, and didn’t have the experience to finely control that many Spirits. I lost quite a few Rippers chasing after Attack Spells, as I’d instructed them to attack energy constructs with the aim of getting shields down, and they couldn’t understand the difference. Likewise the Howlers weren’t as efficient as they could be, with half a dozen piling on one exposed Mage while leaving the uncovered one next to him alone long enough to restore his defences. It was a pain.

But, even so, shields started to fall, then the Magicians behind them. Howlers and Rippers worked together, if not seamlessly, then effectively, to disable the Guardsmen. I made things worse for the Guard by throwing the odd Dispel. A bit mean-spirited of me, but they’d started it.

At first, it was just the Adepts and Acolytes going down; those with weaker defences and less staying power. But then the first Sorcerer lost his shields. I took no chances and sent an entire pack of Howlers diving out of the sky to land on him.

It turned out that twelve was too many to apply to a single person. I’d really thought someone would shoot down a few of them.

He screamed horribly before a combination of adrenaline and Psychic trauma conspired to cause a slight stroke, dropping him like a sack of potatoes. He’d been the fellow waving the knife and threatening dismemberment a few minutes ago, though, so I didn’t feel too bad.

Orpheus was quick off the mark, but an Acolyte got in the way and his Healing Spell shattered on the woman’s shield. Thankfully, they had something resembling a Healer of their own. I had to swerve a pack of the Rippers away from him so that he could finish without suffering a mischief.

That cost me a dozen Spirits, by the way; stupid sense of fair play...

I was starting to run low on Magic after so much work, but the Guard were crumbling. It was almost time for Namia to make her entrance.

Another Sorcerer went down, then a Wizard, Acolytes and Adepts in threes and fours, then more as fewer and fewer men were holding the line and a chain reaction began.

A Wizard tried to throw up another Light Dome, but I dog-piled him with Spirits and he exploded into manic violence that added to the chaos as terror drove him around the bend. He roasted half a dozen of his people before the rest dropped him.

It was only at this point that one of them thought to start looking for the source of the Spirits.

I grinned nastily as he cast Mage Sight... which then ran neatly into my counter.

Eye’s Dagger was a very useful, if rather complicated, Spell that tracked the energy being processed by a nearby Mage Sight and then supercharged it. Depending on how you cast it, the Spell could disrupt the Sight and temporarily blind the caster, cause a brain haemorrhage or anything in between.

This version had the man screaming in pain as his visual cortex suffered some rather nasty thermal damage. Not enough to kill him, but enough to blind him and cause him some very nasty Magical Feedback that would leave him disabled for hours if not days.

In either event, he was defenceless and a Howler dropped him.

Another Sorcerer gone.

Now, they broke.

Which was not clever. Not that they really had a chance, but they had a slightly better one together.

The remaining Sorcerers started talking to each other in a language I didn’t recognise and was too far away to hear properly anyway over the screams, howls and begging. They were gesturing at the prisoners (most of whom were looking pretty smug by this point. They seemed to have held up against the emotional attack pretty well. It helped that none of my Howlers had gone too close to them).

The Guard started gathering energy; lethal amounts of it. Many of the remaining Wizards and Sorcerers were moving towards the prisoners. One last act of spite, perhaps?

We’d see about that.

I raised my staff and lightning split the night.

Shields fell, skin charred, flesh exploded.

Spirits parted to reveal me up on the building, and all the energy the Guard had gathered started coming my way.

My Mirror Belt’s Illusion took the hits, vanishing, only to reappear on my other side to attract more fire.

I sent fireballs into the air, arcing over like mortars, forcing the Magicians to engage them before they could strike.

In another situation, where they’d had time to think, they might well have asked why I was using such an easily tracked, easily countered Construct, but I was doing my best to stop them thinking. I attacked without pause, making sure I had their complete attention.

They were so busy countering me, watching me, hurling Spells at me, that they didn’t notice Namia until it was too late.

Solid Shadows charged out of the night, batting away what few Guardsmen remained near the prisoners before gathering the Wardens up and pulling them to safety. They were out of reach before anyone knew what had happened.

And then the Shadows came back. It took me a moment to realise just how different they were from the last time I’d seen them. It used to be that they were shaped like creatures: monsters and terrors from the ancient world. Now, they were amorphous, but organically shaped and sinuous, almost like living things in and of themselves, or living water, almost. They were as close to my own lost constructs as I’d ever seen anyone come.

Goddess of Shadows, indeed.

It was impressive.

And scary as hell.

(Also a little sexy, but we’ve established that I had some issues. Leave me alone.)

There were about fifty Guardsmen left on their feet and Namia just laid into them. Tendrils lashed out with crushing force, some wreathed in fire, others coated in Dispel or electricity.

Some tried to counter with light, but Namia was just as alert to those attempts as I would have been in her place, and gravity concentrated under the poor fools, yanking them down and crushing them into unconsciousness.

It was magnificent. The hammer to my scalpel, but that doesn’t really convey the skill she demonstrated.

At the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but feel a terrible pang of longing as I saw her Shadows at work. I’d done my best to pretend that I didn’t miss them, that I didn’t need them, but I was just lying to myself. As I watched them, so tantalisingly out of reach, it was like there was a hole in my gut. I remembered what was missing.

And it hurt.

And that made me angry.

I shuddered and pulled my Spirits back. Not a good idea to let them work while I felt that way. Something unpleasant would happen.

Besides, Namia had things in hand; and was clearly having fun just going by the sinister cackle that was resonating through the night.

(And there was sexy again... what was wrong with me?)

Walder called my phone as she was mopping up. Orpheus had just started Telepathically restraining the unconscious Guardsmen. There were so many that he was at his limit for how many Coma Hexes he could cast per minute (not as many as me, just for the record. That, I had on him, so there).

“Commander?” I said.

“Guard reinforcements on the way. Lots of them. My scouts report three hundred plus. Someone must have gotten a message out.”

“Thanks for the warning.”

“Least I can do,” he replied with a chuckle.

He hung up.

I used a little Will to pull myself into the air, landing near Orpheus, who was still hard at work.

“How much longer?” I asked.

“A few minutes. There are quite a few of them, you know,” he replied dryly.

“I’ll go and have a word with the reinforcements, then.”

“Make it a quiet word. Unless you think you can do this all over again?”

Namia snorted from behind me.

“I’ll do my best. When you’re done, get clear; both of you. Link up with Lexi and see if you can still catch that Snake we were sneaking up on.”

“Oh, I doubt he’s still there,” Namia commented.

“Sorry?” I replied.

“While we were waiting, I was just thinking about how convenient it was that this incident happened just as we were about to go after one the Snakes’ people.”

I groaned.

“You think they’re connected?”

“I don’t like coincidences,” she replied. “Especially lucky coincidences.”

“Damn it,” I said, thinking hard. “Well, like it or not, we’re committed here, and this is too important to mess about with. We’ll just have to hope that they didn’t give Lexi the slip.”

Namia snorted again.

I rolled my eyes and started walking.

“Don’t linger,” I said over my shoulder. “By the time I’m done, they’re likely to be somewhat cross.”

“Rather a recurring theme between you and the people you meet, isn’t it?” Namia commented.

I flipped a rude gesture in her direction, raising a laugh.

Then I went off to stand in front of an army.




Chapter 36



No element of surprise, this time. I perched myself on top of that same customs tower and surrounded myself with Spirits so that they couldn’t help but see me.

The reinforcements had been gathering in a large car park on the far side of a short bridge. When I arrived, there were upwards of ten Portals open, through which dozens of Magicians were pouring to join the hundreds already there.

Some might say that waiting for everyone to gather while their comrades were in danger was callous, but charging head-long into a mess would have been worse. That meant whoever was in charge was smart, which was bad, and it also made them calculating, which was worse. Give me an emotional idiot any day.

Ah... and unless I missed my mark, that was him now.

He’d popped through one of the smaller Portals; a Sorcerer, high end. Fire Affinity. He was tall and broad-shouldered, slightly pudgy about the middle, but not so much that it obstructed his movement. His skin tone and bone structure marked him out as north-east African; Egyptian or maybe Libyan. His features were wide and quite handsome, and he had a certain cunning about him; just from the way he looked at his surroundings, like he was leaving nothing to assumption.

On sight, the Guardsmen around him bowed or showed deference. Many simply got out of the way.

Some spoke to him, but he waved them off, his eyes on me.

He cast Mage Sight and I let him. I wanted him to see who he was dealing with.

I wasn’t expecting laughter.

When he was done, he turned to speak to his men and then came forward, leaving them behind. He didn’t cast a single other Spell. No shields, no energy-gathering constructs; nothing.

That worried me.

He came to a halt just inside the distance where he wouldn’t have to shout.

“Do I have the pleasure of addressing Lord Mathew Graves of England?” he asked politely.

“You do,” I replied.

Technically, I wasn’t a lord of England, but there was no need to quibble with a fellow who seemed rather determined to be polite.

“My name is Mero Sattra,” he said with a bow. “Brigadier and Commander of the men before you.”

“A pleasure, sir,” I said, returning the bow.

“I take it that my fellow Brigadier has come to some... trouble?” he asked, gesturing at the territory behind me and the Spirits above me.

“He had hostages.”

Sattra grimaced, quickly covered up.

“Ah. Are any of my people... harmed? Your reputation is generally for mercy, but you are known for the occasional maiming.”

I chuckled darkly.

“Some were injured, but they have been treated and are well. Alas, though, they have been neutralised as a threat and will have to remain so until this situation has been resolved.”

“Neutralised?”

I explained the Coma Hexes.

He had to force himself to keep his expression neutral. Heat started to flicker about his figure in his anger.

“This is an act of war, Lord Graves,” he said after a moment wrestling with himself.

“No, taking Wardens of the First Circle hostage was an act of war. What I did was a very, very mild rebuke. You should hear what the Sisters of the Skull wanted to do.”

Sattra’s eye started to twitch a little.

I could almost see the cogs turning behind his eyes as he measured the odds, thinking things through.

Eventually, ever so slowly, the tension in his body began to uncoil.

He understood that there was nothing to be gained by a fight. I’d imagine that he simply did the maths. After all, if I could beat four hundred-plus Magicians and still have power left over, I’d have no trouble with his three.

I had my doubts on that, I have to say. It was one thing to surprise the foolish and the complacent; it was quite another to try that Spirit attack on someone who knew what they were doing and who could react to it quickly.

I would make a mess, maybe rout many of them, but even though Sattra had fewer overall numbers than the other fellow, he actually had more Wizards and Sorcerers. With a stronger Sorcerer in charge as well (which he was), and one who understood the significance of Spirits (which I’d have put money on), I doubted I’d have been anywhere near as successful.

But he was smart enough to play the odds.

There was nothing for him to gain from a fight and plenty to lose.

As he’d said, I had something of a reputation.

“I would like to collect our people,” he finally said.

“Twenty at a time, only.”

“There are over four hundred men in there, it will take forever.”

“A pity,” I replied.

He rolled his eyes.

“What if I gave you my word that I would not engage in any hostile action?”

“For how long?”

“Twenty-four hours.”

I looked him in the eyes. He met my stare levelly.

“I make it a policy not to doubt a man’s word unless I have cause,” I said. “If I take yours and it turns out you’ve lied, I will be... cross. Understood?”

He nodded, his expression very serious.

“Very well then.”

He turned and whistled, waving a few of his men forwards. He spoke to them in what I thought was Arabic. That was the African Council’s official language, after all. I decided to be polite and not listen in. Sattra would have likely detected the Translation Spell, anyway, and I wanted this kept cordial for as long as possible.

The men he spoke to retreated and soon came forward with the rest, most eyeing me warily as they jogged under the arch connecting the two customs towers.

Sattra remained.

“So... what now?” he asked. “Do you intend to stand there all night?”

“Hardly. I was actually going to ask you to pass on a message to whoever’s in charge of your forces in Tripoli. I assume that if there are two Brigadiers, there must be a Major General somewhere?”

His eyes flicked away. Shame?

“She is... busy. Control was delegated to the Brigadiers.”

“Well, you should warn the General that any further attempts to take hostages will result in an escalation.”

“That was not policy. Just as I doubt that punitive missions against Territorial Guard Formations is policy for you and your allies.”

Clever again. Annoying.

“Perhaps. But I am rather famous for refusing instructions I disagree with. You may also inform your general that the next time something like this happens, I won’t be coming solely after the soldiers. I’ll be coming after her. And I won’t be giving her the peaceful, dreamless sleep I gave these men. They’ll wake up refreshed and look ten years younger. She will be placed in among her worst nightmares, so that she might fully appreciate the folly of mistreating those under her power.”

He shuddered. “So noted.”

“Otherwise, I suggest we treat this as an aberration and return to the status quo.”

“While you have four hundred men under your power? Don’t be naive, my lord, this will only make things worse!”

I pretended to think about it.

“Tell you what, if the Garrison goes uninterfered with for a month, I’ll release your men from their Hexes.”

He lifted an eyebrow.

“A month?” he said.

I nodded.

Again, the cogs turned.

“I can’t unilaterally agree to something like that, you realise.”

“I figured. Send a man to the Garrison when you’ve had a chance to talk it over with your superiors. They’ll contact me.”

I had no doubt that they’d try to free their men first. I wished I could have watched that. Orpheus had put a propagation Enchantment on his Comas. If the Magician trying to unravel it wasn’t very careful, they’d end up under the same Hex.

Sattra nodded. “Very well.”

I returned his nod and sent my Spirits back to their Realm. The Guard Brigadier sighed and I started to gather wind to carry me out of the Portal Jammer’s radius.

That’s when the other shoe dropped.

A Shadow Lance hit my shields and exploded.

I was hurled off my feet, my defences badly damaged.

I pumped power into my Shields and Will so I could land on my feet and ran for my life. I barely dodged attacks that blew the customs tower apart and sent me tumbling again. The air gathered around me and pulled me away before I could be buried in rubble.

I stole a glance in the direction of my assailant and saw the sky boiling with solidified darkness as Rerek made himself known with another barrage of Shadow Lances.

Damn it, the bastard had snuck up on me!

I tripped on a shard of scattered stone, barely dodging another wave of attacks.

“Come now, Graves, you can do better than that!” His laughter-filled voice boomed through the night, shaking windows in their panes.

I took cover around a corner and pointed my staff at his massive bank of Shadows. I let rip with a beam of coherent light that coalesced into a point before exploding into a flare thousands of times brighter than the sun.

Rerek appeared, floating high above me, surrounded by layer after layer of shields and energy-gathering constructs.

Alright, I may have talked a good game over what I could do to Rerek in a fight, but I was under no illusions of what was going to happen if we actually threw down. Even if he couldn’t use Black Magic on me directly for fear of what that would make of me, he could still use it on himself.

That meant, short of decapitating him and burning the rest of him to ash, I was screwed. Black Magic could rebuild a body from almost nothing. It just needed a Soul, a brain or a heart.

And just what do you suppose the chances were of my destroying either of those last two, much less both, with one half-full Magical amulet and one Lancelot at my disposal?

If you said ‘not terrific’, you’d be right.

My only chance was to run. If I stayed, the Garrison would get involved, or the fight would spread and injure the sleeping Guardsmen. Either way, disaster. I was trying to de-escalate, damn it!

To buy time, I cast Sensory Overload, which was a Spell based on modulated frequencies of light and sound designed to disable the target.

Sattra was a good example of what should happen. He threw up and passed out. Sometimes the affected soiled themselves, but he managed to avoid that indignity, good for him.

Rerek staggered a little, but that was it.

“Weak,” he boomed.

Then he picked up what looked an awful lot like a (thankfully empty) freighter with his Will and threw it at me!

I bleated out a distinctly undignified sound and jumped out of the way.

The ship soared through the building I’d been hiding behind and crashed into the water on the far side of the dock’s concrete spur, breaking into three large pieces and creating a massive wave that swamped the road next to it and almost made it to the open area where the Guardsmen lay sleeping.

“Watch it, will you?!” I roared. “We’re in a city!”

He hadn’t bothered to rebuild his Shadows, so I got to see him dramatically roll his eyes.

“It was only a little ship.”

“No it wasn’t!”

I threw out a Plasma Lance that blew out a handful of his shields, then I recalled my Spirits before he was done cursing. Thank God I was so paranoid. I hadn’t released my links to them.

I switched them all to Rippers and sent them at him in a great, grey wave, screaming fit to wake the dead.

He just laughed at me.

He reached into the Shadow Realm and called forth an equally massive swarm of Elementals. When I’d Summoned them, they’d looked like toothy versions of sea creatures, things with flippers, tails and sinuous bodies. For him, they looked like something out of a nightmare; blobs of flesh covered with mouths, tentacles and claws, no distinctive shape or order to them; simple, effective killing machines.

I’d really hoped he wasn’t advanced enough at Shadow Magic to do that.

In case you wondered, Elementals beat Spirits. Especially the lesser Rippers and Howlers I was capable of summoning. If I’d known he was so capable, I wouldn’t have wasted the energy.

I just stood there like a lemon for a long moment, shocked, as my Spirits were torn into little pieces.

Each and every one of them.

“Oh, just... bother,” I managed. It was the best I could come up with at the time, but I think that about covers it.

Within seconds, the last of my Rippers had vanished and the swarm swivelled towards me.

There was a terrible, pregnant pause as they focussed on me... then swooped.

I used the last of the light stored in my staff to banish the first wave and then had to conjure more using my own reserves, because there were a lot of them.

Rerek laughed and added fireballs to the confusion. I got the distinct impression that he was toying with me, and that pissed me off. Not that it made any difference.

I Dispelled where I could, my world narrowing into a frantic circle of fire, light and the sound of my heart pounding in my ears.

The Elementals vanished, but the fireballs kept coming, and I was starting to run low on energy again.

I cast a Heat Sink and he switched to Lightning. I added a Grounding Spell, he started playing with atomics...

This was a losing proposition. I’d done what I’d come to do; there was no way Rerek would go after the Garrison—it was time to go.

While I still could.

I ran before he could throw another boat at me.

Naturally, Rerek followed, bombarding the area around me.

I ducked behind a building and cast an Illusion of myself when I was out of sight. I sent it running while I vanished behind an Invisibility Glamour.

He followed my Conjuration and I doubled back, running in the opposite direction, which was a little further from the edge of the Jammer, but at least it was away from the Archon.

I felt him blow my Illusion apart. He cursed as he realised he’d been fooled and cast Mage Sight.

An Eye’s Dagger Spell was ready, and it did absolutely nothing. As I should have expected, really. Desmond had seen me use that trick on Killian. My brother wouldn’t have known what to do with that information, but Rerek apparently did.

Damn it.

He chased me with fire and force, his aim unerring; my Mirror Belt was no use against Mage Sight.

I swatted a dozen Spells out of the air, but there were always more. Cars exploded, buildings caught fire. I took that heat, extinguishing the blazes, compressed the thermal energy down into plasma and sent it back, which slowed him down a little.

Just not enough.

My last layer of shielding fell and a Shadow Lance brushed my arm. Little splinters of energised darkness burrowed into my flesh before exploding, carving a chunk out of my bicep and making me scream.

The pain was enough distraction that he caught me with a fireball.

My failing Affinity saved me from anything too horrible, but my right flank was still cooked quite neatly, turning lobster-red in preparation for what would be some lovely blisters later. I was tossed off my feet by the hit, thrown into a shattered building, pieces of which then fell on me.

I scrambled, ignoring the pain as best I could as I Willed the chunk of roof off my back and limped away, hand over the bleeding hole in my arm.

Some shield layers flickered back to life, but I didn’t like their chances of holding off what Rerek could throw. I needed to get the hell out of there.

A dark chuckle came from behind me, and Rerek filled the hole in the wall I’d come through, blocking the flickering dockyard lights.

He slid towards the ground as if he had all the time in the world.

“Oh, if only they could see you now,” he said as he walked after me.

I blasted a door off its hinges and darted back outside.

He walked out of a Shadow in front of me and I nearly skidded into him.

“Gods, the awe with which your name is spoken...” he said. “Graves. They whisper it, as if speaking too loudly will conjure you.”

He sneered.

I backed away... but there was nowhere to go.

Dead end, indeed.

“If only they knew the real you. Broken, weak, not even enough left in you to fight me on anything like even terms,” he said.

I reinforced my shields. He just laughed.

I reached for the heat stored in my Cuff. It had built up again. I linked the energy to a Shield Matrix Construct and kept it on the tip of my mind, ready to cast.

Would it be enough to make a difference?

Maybe. That’s what I was reduced to; maybes.

I rushed him.

He started laughing again and a great wave of Shadows exploded out of the nearby crevices to envelope me.

I took a deep breath and triggered my heat-enhanced Shield Spell.

Bright, burning plasma surrounded me, banishing his Shadows and sending him reeling.

Half his shields were burned away as I passed by, and a Chaos Burst from my Stave had him flying through the wall of the building behind him, spraying rubble everywhere.

I didn’t stop, didn’t dare wait to see how effective that had been. No matter what, it wouldn’t have been enough. I sent a Chaos Ball after him and I heard Rerek swear like a sailor as it exploded.

I ran on, enhancing the light coming from my Plasma Shield, but that only prevented him from emerging right next to me.

He soon appeared above a nearby roof, Shadow Lances coming at me by the dozen.

There wasn’t a scratch on him.

My shield flared and sparked with every hit, and I had no spare energy to return fire. Explosions erupted around me again, spraying me with rubble and keeping me running.

At least he wasn’t taunting me anymore...

I guess simple murder was better?

I kept running.

My Shield failed again, the plasma bursting out and annihilating a wave of Shadow Lances.

He sent his Shadows in after me.

Just too late.

I stepped over the effective range of the Portal Jammer.

Never cast a Spell so fast in my life.




Chapter 37



My Portal opened into Clarion’s front hall and I went careening into the grand staircase. My head and shoulders smashed straight through a set of railings, turning them into kindling and putting half a dozen splinters into my face, before I finally ended up on the floor.

I made sure that the Portal had closed (not taking chances anymore) and then I just laid where I was for a moment, panting, my heart pounding.

Okay, I was going to call that one a draw.

Alright, he wiped the floor with me, are you happy?

Well I sure as shit wasn’t!

I’d gotten spectacularly lucky. That, and he was a Black Magician. He’d been hamstrung because his most powerful means of attack was denied him on account of what it might have done to me.

Which meant, essentially, that I’d been beaten by his secondary skills.

That really bothered me.

The Warden on duty was rushing over, but I waved her away, telling her I was fine. She didn’t look like she believed me, and watched me like a hawk, her hand on her radio in case I somehow keeled over even further.

I certainly felt like a good keeling-over was the order of the day, but there were still things to do, unfortunately.

I started with Triage Spells. Holes, charring, none of it was good, but I was at least able to stabilise myself relatively quickly. The actual healing could wait for a moment.

I called Walder.

Thankfully, Rerek hadn’t pushed his luck. Apart from some additional property damage, all was more or less as I’d left it. Thank goodness. I didn’t know what I’d have done if it wasn’t. I didn’t have much left in the tank, and I was clearly no match for the Black Archon.

The Garrison remained intact, the former-hostages safely back inside (a task that had not been simple, incidentally, incorporating some rather complex Space Magic on Walder and Namia’s part; that Fortress Shield was no joke). The Guardsmen were tending to their fallen; a line of Magicians with bodies suspended above their heads was heading towards the edge of Jammer’s range. Sattra was being taken care of as well. Everything was as stable as I could hope for.

I could now turn my attention to the other issue of the evening.

I called Orpheus.

“We lost him,” he said before I had the chance to speak.

“How?” I asked, feeling another weight descend on me.

“No idea. When Sutton and I arrived, I checked the house with the Sight, same signatures as before. It took me too long to realise that they were static; unmoving. I switched the Sight to see through the house’s walls and couldn’t, I went in and found it empty.”

I covered the receiver and groaned.

“Alright. Regroup back at Clarion,” I said tiredly.

He hung up and it was all I could do not to crush the phone.

Orpheus was one thing, he hadn’t been there long, but what had Lexi been playing at?! She’d been there this whole time; how had she not noticed that the signatures had stopped moving?

I fell onto a bench to wait, and started the work of actually repairing my latest round of damage. I’d only just finished casting when two very sheepish people (and Namia) came tromping through Lexi’s Portal.

“What happened to you this time?” Namia asked with a smirk as she took in my appearance.

“Rerek turned up.”

“And he slammed you into a hot iron?”

“Something like that, yes. Lexi, what the hell happened out there?”

She shrugged.

“Out-smarted, I guess,” she said sullenly.

Temper... control the temper.

I rubbed my aching forehead to buy time, but I couldn’t think of anything to say.

“Very well,” I managed.

She blinked, apparently not expecting that response.

“Was there anything else?” I asked her.

“No.”

“Then good night.”

I tried not to make it a curt dismissal, but I probably failed. I was in a frightful mood.

She left. Orpheus was already coming forward to correct my shoddy Healing Work. I’ll admit, it had been a bit slap-dash, not up to my usual standard. Things were starting to wear on me a little.

“Well, at least my evening wasn’t wasted,” Namia said brightly.

“She looted the house,” Orpheus explained disapprovingly as he soothed the burned flesh on my right side with a Spell that reduced the inflammation and reversed the cellular damage. I’d simply cast a stimulant Spell to speed up cell division and thus healing. His way was much better. Normally I’d have paid intense attention to a Spell I didn’t know, but I wasn’t feeling well enough to concentrate on it.

“And it was worth it!” Namia said, reaching into her pocket for what turned out to be a Void pouch.

She gestured and a shimmering little stone came shooting out. She tossed it to me.

I caught it for a change.

“Five grams. Not much...” she said.

Storm Opal. Bless that sticky-fingered monster...

“Well done,” I said sincerely. The night hadn’t been a complete waste.

“Tell herself that I want a bonus, this time. That’s the good stuff.”

“You’ve earned it,” I replied. I really had to up my looting game.

“There’s other good stuff in here. I’ll get you a price list.”

“Does providing room and board get me a discount, at least?”

She laughed as if that was the most ridiculous thing in the world. Perhaps it was.

She left me alone with Orpheus, who was finishing up.

“Sorry, Graves,” he said when he was done fixing my mistakes.

“What for?” I asked.

“I missed him getting away.”

“Not your fault.”

“I should have seen it sooner.”

“Were they moving when you arrived?”

“I don’t think so...”

“Then it wouldn’t have made a difference. Don’t beat yourself up. Let Cassandra do it, she’s got a meaner left hook than you do.”

He snorted and thumped my newly-healed shoulder.

“I know tonight seems like a loss,” and that was without his knowing how badly I’d gotten my arse handed to me, “but we saved four lives. And we took more than four hundred Magicians off the enemy’s side of the board. That’s not nothing.”

“I know.”

“Then why do you look as if you just got kicked in the balls?”

“It’s been a long night. And you’re on my scarred side, let’s not forget.”

He shook his head and smirked before standing to stretch and leaving me to it.

When he was gone, I stood and made my way to my library.

Only when I was sure I was alone did I start swearing.

Oh, so much swearing...

That was how Cassandra found me.

“Mathew Graves, where did you learn such language?!” she snapped, causing me to jump in shock.

“You, actually,” I said once my heart rate had returned to only twice its normal rate. I wished people would stop sneaking up on me.

She blushed. “Well, that’s not the point. What has you trying to peel the paint off the walls?”

I grimaced.

“Nothing worth mentioning.”

She chuckled.

“So, it’s a guy thing,” she said slyly.

I glared.

“It’s either about a girl, or the size of your manhood. You’re all set for girls, so...”

“That just has to be sexist.”

“Girls are allowed.”

“The last time someone called you a girl you hit them.”

I know that because it was me. I was trying to pay her a compliment; it was a disaster. I don’t want to talk about it.

“You aren’t going to distract me, Graves,” she said, dropping onto a sofa. “And I’ve got nowhere else to be.”

“Evidently. Lovely pyjamas by the way.”

White with little pink hearts. It was adorable, and I’d be mentioning them as much as possible for the foreseeable future...

“Yes, mention the pyjamas again, see how well that works out for you,” she warned.

“So fluffy... ow! Ow! Why?!”

God, she was so fast!

“I warned you,” she said, whacking my arm again for good measure before reappearing on the sofa.

“Fair enough,” I said, rubbing the sore spot. At least she hadn’t hit a part I’d just had fixed.

“So?” she said, nudging me with her foot.

My eyes went wide. “Oh my God, is that pink nail polish?! On your toes?!”

Her eyes narrowed.

“Or absolutely nothing at all,” I corrected quickly.

“That’s better. Now, am I actually going to have to pry it out of you, or are you going to quit stalling?”

“I think I could stall a bit longer, we haven’t covered your hair, yet.”

“Nice try, Graves, but you aren’t going to- wait, what’s wrong with my hair?” she asked, looking around her. “Where’s your mirror?”

“In the bathroom, where every other man keeps his mirror,” I replied dryly.

“God damn it,” she said, darting out the door.

Hee hee! Before Lazaron, she hadn’t cared about things like her hair, her nails or her clothes. None of the other poor victims she’d chosen to go out with had ever inspired her to pay attention to her appearance.

Not that she really needed to, Cassandra was beautiful. She could have shown up at the Rich, Handsome Men Convention wearing nothing but a body-length potato sack and still have left with half of them following her on their hands and knees.

I wondered how long it would take her to realise that I was just trying to avoid an unpleasant conversation?

Quite a while, as it turned out.

I managed to get showered, shaved and ready for bed (for the second time that evening) before she bashed my door open, once again nearly giving me a heart attack.

And in my state, that wasn’t a joke.

“Oh, nice try, you little bastard! There’s nothing wrong with my hair!”

I looked at the clock.

“Twenty minutes?”

“Shut up, Graves.”

“That was the objective, yes. And I would also point out that Nick isn’t actually in the country at the moment.”

She opened her mouth, raising her pointing finger... but nothing came out.

I knew better than to laugh. It would have hurt.

“I’m going to throttle you now. Prepare yourself.”

“You’re throttling other men? What would Nick say?”

Kicked me. Probably deserved it.

“No more stalling, Graves. Talk.”

I sighed and lowered myself into an armchair.

I told her what had happened.

How Rerek had beaten me.

“So, I was right. Manhood thing,” she said when I was done talking.

I gave her a look. She smiled back.

“You’re not seriously pissed because you were beaten by a vastly more powerful Magician, are you?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“God, Mathew, you have what, three
percent of his power right now?”

“A little more.”

Three point two, or so. Practically, a lot more when Affinities were taken into account, which reduced the Magical cost of Spells involving those Elements.

“Not that much more. And you’re surprised you couldn’t go toe-to-toe?”

“Not surprised. Annoyed.”

“And...?” she prodded.

“And I’m worried that this is only the start. I can’t prove that Yoruba and the Snakes are working together, or that Rerek is involved with that connection in some way, but there sure have been an awful lot of coincidences lately that have ended in their favour. I don’t believe in luck that consistently good.

“I think that they’re all connected and that they’re two steps ahead of me. Even when I get close to making a dent, like tonight, I get pushed back. In the grand scheme of things, tonight was a strategic loss for our side. We saved four hostages and disabled four hundred Magicians, but we lost our one connection to the Snakes and Rerek now knows that he can wipe the floor with me.”

“He didn’t before?”

“There was enough doubt that I could bluff my way around, if carefully. Now he knows better and he can work directly to counter me. I think we might be losing, Cassie.”

She sighed and came over to perch on my armrest.

“Nobody wins forever, Mathew. It’s what happens afterwards that matters. You learn a lot more from defeat than you do from victory.”

“I haven’t been defeated,” I replied firmly. “I lost-slash-drew one fight. Big difference.”

She snorted and leant her head against mine.

“Glad you understand that.”

“Baiting isn’t nice.”

“You need the occasional prod. Your pride can be useful from time to time.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Now go to bed. I can’t imagine this is over and you’re going to need your sleep for the fallout.”

“Politics. Lovely.”

“Let’s hope it’s politics. The alternative is you getting into another fight and you’ve only got so many undamaged body parts left.”

“Shut up, Cassie.”

“Nope.”

I sighed.

Could I win at anything?




Chapter 38



Right, feeling sorry for myself was not going to be helpful.

Plotting, however... that might be.

The next morning had me in my Library, surrounded by notes for a brand new project. I even had my Shadow Codex (the ancient repository of ancient and terrible knowledge that hadn’t switched sides) open on top of the heap so I could refer to the Shadow Constructs within. I had high hopes that I could come up with a way of countering Rerek’s overwhelming advantage. Or at the very least mitigating it.

I was just starting to make a little headway when there was a tentative knock on the door.

“Come in,” I said distractedly.

It was Tethys and Cassandra, both looking a little skittish.

“Hi, Matty,” Tethys said with a small smile, which I returned. Cassandra just stood there, shifting from foot to foot as if preparing to bolt.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

Cassandra looked at Tethys and cocked her head in my direction. Tethys sighed.

“Well... Cassandra has something to tell you,” she said, nudging my Warden forward.

Cassandra gave Tethys a truly baleful glare before turning back to me.

She bit her lip, then started to talk as if to a particularly nervous puppy. “You know your fight with Rerek last night?” she began.

“I should hope so, I was there.”

Cassandra smiled thinly.

She cleared her throat and muttered something.

“What was that?” I asked.

She muttered again.

“Sorry?”

“Oh for heaven’s sake—she’s trying to tell you that he recorded it,” Tethys said. Cassandra winced. “Someone took video and then they leaked it.”

“How much video did he get?” I asked, a terrible dread coming over me.

“The whole thing,” Cassandra replied. “There were cameras everywhere, apparently. Naturally, the recording only starts after the rescue.”

“How bad is it?”

Before Tethys could begin to answer, my phone rang.

Tethys recognised Hellstrom’s ring tone.

“I suspect that you’re about to find out,” she said gently.

“Graves?” Hellstrom said once I’d picked up. She sounded exhausted; strained.

I put her on speaker so Tethys and Cassandra could hear.

“Here, your grace.”

She sighed.

“Have you seen it, yet?” she asked.

“The video? I was only just this minute informed that it existed at all. I take it there’s a problem?”

She laughed. It was a very bitter thing.

“You could say that. I’ve spent the last four hours on the phone and in meetings with our allies,” she replied, “and while they aren’t pulling their support yet, they’ve made it very clear that they will not be providing any more. Even the Home Nations aren’t going to be sticking their necks out much further. The few Conclaves I was making inroads with have gone very cold.”

“Why? How could one video make them waver like that?”

Another sigh.

“You were the symbol, Graves. You were the thing our side pointed to when the naysayers reminded us that we were up against an Archon who was also the most powerful Black Magician who’s ever lived.”

Finally, I got it. I was their safety net. And I’d been beaten. Badly.

“Oh,” I said.

“It’s worse. The Triumvirate’s ambassadors are starting to whisper. You and I are being labelled warmongers and renegades. The Lisbon Conclave was already almost aggressively neutral, but now they’re shifting towards politically supporting Rerek and Yoruba.”

“Oh,” I said again. “What can be done?”

“I don’t know,” she said, sounding defeated. “I just... I don’t know. I’ve called in every favour I had just to keep Cadiz from deserting outright, but Central Europe was just looking for a reason, and this may well be all they need.”

“How can they be so damned foolish? This is the man that brought down the First Empire! He killed millions. He’s trying to kill our damned Archons.”

“According to who? It’s our word against his, Mathew, and he’s very convincing. He’s also very clever. He hasn’t made one threat. Not one. All he’s done is show up, appeal to people’s loyalty and desire for safety. That’s it. That’s all it took. If he were a rabid monster, foaming at the mouth, he’d already have been swamped by sheer numbers, but he’s not. He’s reasonable, he’s calm and he doesn’t throw his weight around. He asks. I’m the only one he actually gave an order to.”

I had to sit down. I’d been pacing.

“As things stand... how long do you think we have before Magicians start getting pulled from the Garrison?” I asked.

“No way to know. Rome is wavering badly. They’ll go first. They’ll be our canary.”

“What about our Conclave?”

“They’re with us. There’s an opposition, of course, but that’s more with regard to having British Combat Magicians in a country that doesn’t want them there. They’re worried about precedent, but they’re staying in line, for the moment at least.”

“Good.”

There was a long silence before she spoke again.

“This is worth it, right?” she asked softly. “This is going to work out?”

“If it’s the last thing I do,” I replied.

“Okay. One more question... I’m sorry to be blunt, but what happened to your face?”

Ah. The video. I’d lost my hood early on. My injuries would have been on full display. She hadn’t seen them before.

I explained.

“Well, that didn’t help, either. Most of the people talking about this are under the impression that he did that to you. It’s feeding his legend.”

“Of course it is.”

“I’ll try to get the truth out there, but the narrative is swinging away from us. We’re in for a rough time and I don’t know how we get out of this without a fight.”

“I’ll try to keep that focussed on me as much as possible. Um... look, I know that politics can be an ugly business-”

She snorted.

“-but I wanted you to know that you have thoroughly impressed me, your grace. A less principled person would have distanced herself or found a way around what I’d asked her to do, but you haven’t. If we come out of this even remotely intact, I will find a way to repay you for what you’ve done.”

She cleared her throat, it made me smile.

“What emotional nonsense,” she said gruffly, “I was simply doing my job and following my oath.”

“Of course. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.”

“Good. Now get back to work and make sure that all of this was worth it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

We hung up and I slumped in my chair. “Thoughts?” I said to Tethys.

“Not good.”

“Couldn’t have put it better myself.”

And, as seemed to be the recurring theme lately, it wasn’t long before things got even worse.

After deliberately not watching the footage or reading the articles that were cropping up everywhere, I eventually gave in to common sense. Information was power, and ignoring some because it would make me feel uncomfortable was idiotic.

And oof. I was... not coming across well.

The video had been cut very carefully, and I was being painted as the villain of the piece; attacking the ‘man who’d saved Portugal’ before being slapped down like an errant child. The fact that my face made me look like a monster fed neatly into the growing narrative about a bitter, twisted man, lashing out in madness and jealousy.

There had been no official comments on the video, but that only made things worse, as speculation ran wild and people leapt to incorrect conclusions.

And that was only the opening act of Rerek’s little show.

We’d thought that they hadn’t shown earlier footage from their cameras—the parts with the hostages—because it would interfere with the narrative they were trying to foster.

In fact, they’d just needed a little editing time to remove them completely.

The second video made it look like I’d attacked a group of Magicians carrying a flag with the peace symbol on it. There was no sign of the Garrison, the hostages were gone and that fellow who’d been wielding a knife was now brandishing a sign that said ‘End Global Violence Today!’.

It was a disaster.

I don’t think many people in the various Conclaves truly believed what they saw on that tape, but it was enough to allow many of them to call for investigations and start pulling their people out of the Garrison.

As Hellstrom had predicted, Italy went first. Spain a day later, then France two after that.

By the end of the week, the only countries providing meaningful numbers to the force were Britain, the States, Brazil, Germany and, to my surprise, Poland, which did not have many Magicians to spare, but sent them anyway. In spite of everything against her, Hellstrom had actually managed to get another seat added to our side of the table. We still had a token few from others, but no more than two dozen. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough for a viable coalition, enough to keep Yoruba from the door.

But then Egypt had an outbreak of the Hunger.

The Black Hunger

It was a tiny one, out in the desert, but it still got more than fifty people before Rerek turned up to annihilate it, and that terrified the local Conclave enough to have them pull their support, which had been about a third of the Mages not from major countries.

Not much in the scheme of things, but it started a cascade.

Opposition began to increase, more Magicians were recalled in the interests of ‘easing tensions’ and ‘internal security’.

Nobody had pulled their support completely, but we were approaching a crisis.

Time was running out.




Chapter 39



It was a week since the second video was released. I had spent most of that either in my lab or in my library. I like to think I was productive, though I’ll freely admit that I was just looking for something to distract me from how worthless I felt in the face of growing odds.

Still, the time hadn’t been a waste by any means. I was back up to three Lancelots and had some dirty tricks up my sleeve in preparation for the next confrontation with Rerek.

Umaira’s training with Walder’s Wardens and Glass was coming along well. They were now a very dangerous group of Magicians. If not quite ready for what was necessary, then they soon would be. Umaira was a very hard worker, pushing herself to do more and more. Too far, sometimes. I made sure that she took regular breaks and arranged for (heavily guarded) trips home to see her family. They had settled in Egypt, on one of Killian’s estates. They were actually managing it for him and had become quite a fixture at the Cairo Conclave. I was glad for them; they’d been effectively made refugees by the actions of their former lord and it was good to know that their story had a happy ending.

I’d been a bit worried that they might be under threat, but the Egyptians were keeping an eye on them, as were the Sisters of the Skull. Even if someone hostile got through the former, they’d never get past the latter without bringing down a massive response.

Maximilian had finished his prototype, which cost us half our Adam’s Sand, but it worked.

He’d already started refining his design. All we needed now were the materials for the finished product.

Some progress, there. Orpheus had used his contacts at Kron’s fortress to get her staff to release her rare materials store. I got back that Storm Opal I’d given her, as well as three hundred grams of Hellion Glass. The latter wasn’t much help, as it would actually increase the amount of Adam’s Sand we needed if we alloyed, but I wasn’t going to turn anything away.

Not when we were down to just under two months left until the first Warden died.

It was a warm Wednesday evening, and I was taking a break to enjoy my garden. The bench I occupied bowed under the weight of my mammoth dog, who was snoozing with his head on my lap, his leg twitching as he chased his dreams.

I was dozing a little myself, a book slowly slipping out of my hand. Exhaustion was starting to become a real problem for me. It was almost as if my body couldn’t hold onto energy for very long. If I didn’t have a nap after lunch, I would be useless for the rest of the day. I felt like an invalid.

Ha; like an invalid.

By any reasonable standard, I was. I was mangled inside and out, I could barely muster up enough energy to get out of bed and I was so hideous that the only person who could look directly at me was the girlfriend who’d had me alter her perceptions so she couldn’t actually see my real face. Not that this had made any practical difference; she hadn’t slept in my bed since I’d been scarred.

I’d thought that I’d managed to head off her dread of impending loss, but it seemed I was wrong. I missed her. She was never far away, and I saw her every day, but it wasn’t the same.

Looking back on those days, I think that the only thing keeping me going at that point was sheer stubbornness. I was holding on to a desperate hope, but I was holding on with everything I had, determined to see this through to the end.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re stupid?” Namia said, jolting me from my pseudo-nap.

I put my book aside and rubbed my eyes, yawning widely.

“Yes, actually,” I replied as she sat on the bench next to mine, to one side of the small pond with its colourful fish. “Why do you ask?”

He said knowing that this was probably the wrong question...

Get working brain, you weren’t that asleep!

She snorted, but ignored the open goal for once. “Well, you’re currently fighting against, at last count, an Archon who is also a Black Magician, an organisation which has access to Black Magic, Time Magic, assassins and vast wealth and an entire continent’s worth of Magicians.”

“Yes?”

“Well, in your condition, conventional wisdom might suggest that just dealing with one of those would be pushing it a bit.”

I had to laugh.

“And?” I asked.

“And why are you doing it? It’s not like you’re going to win.”

“Then why do you keep helping?”

“Maybe I’m just playing you for my own benefit.”

“I’m certain you are, but you didn’t have to provide essential help and materials to do that.”

“I didn’t? Damn, those were expensive!”

“And you were paid handsomely.”

“Very handsomely. I’m using that money to arrange your downfall, by the way.”

“Why bother? I’m likely to fall quite well on my own.”

“Not satisfying unless I’m the one that pushes you.”

“I can understand that.”

“Doing a little plotting of your own, are you? Should I be worried?”

“God, Namia, you’ve just listed all the things I’m dealing with. What sort of a half-wit would add a Shadow Goddess to an already extensive list?”

“The sort of half-wit that let the list get that extensive in the first place.”

I harrumphed. “Alright, you’ve got me there.”

“You really should have disposed of Yoruba years ago. He is the very worst sort of authoritarian.”

“Yes, but I’d imagine that he’s on his way out, one way or another. The Archons won’t like what he’s been up to.”

“You know you aren’t getting them out of there, Mathew.”

“No I don’t. And I will be fighting for that until the last second.”

“And what about you?” she asked. “Who’s looking for your cure?”

“Everyone who has a spare minute,” I said with a smile.

“So...  nobody?”

“Tethys is. Otherwise... well, resources are stretched thin at the moment.”

“And you’re diverting them to the problems you can’t solve.”

“Namia, I can’t solve my problem, either. Even if we found an Ectomancer today, I’d be dead long before he found what I needed. The only thing I can do is make sure that I’m leaving behind a world that isn’t descending into despotism.”

“How noble,” she said in a sickly-sweet voice.

“No. Not noble. Cowardly. I’m so terrified of what’s going to happen to the people I love when I’m gone. That’s why I’m doing this. That’s why I’m beating my head up against these walls.”

She smiled. “Imbecile.”

“That is the consensus.”

She rolled her eyes and pulled a slip of paper from her jacket. She dropped it on the bench arm.

“What’s that?”

“Almost certainly a trap. That Osiris-fellow who’s bribing me to keep tabs on you wanted me to arrange for you to be there tomorrow, at midday.”

I picked up the paper.

Stonebridge, not too far away, actually.

“Oh, I hope it’s not another bomb,” I said with a grimace.

“Doubt it. There’s a reason they set that thing in Tripoli; there weren’t any Magicians there. That’s my guess, anyway.”

“That seems a little callous. People are people.”

“Not to some. You can’t be surprised that there are those who think that one group of people is superior to another?”

“No, but if that bomb had worked as it was supposed to, we would have lost a lot of our best and brightest.”

“Maybe. That’s assuming that they didn’t know things would turn out like this.”

“I really hate Time Magic.”

“Everybody does. No one likes being predictable.”

I nodded. “Thanks for this. And for the warning.”

“When you go down, I’m the one that’s going to arrange it, Graves, believe that.”

“I do.”

“Excellent. And any loot, we split. Or cash equivalent.”

“Agreed.”

“I love doing business with the dying; they’re so free with their money.”

“Shut up, Namia.”

“Make me.”

“Burglar, go get her, boy. Sic!”

Didn’t even wake up. Worst attack dog ever.
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I frowned as we emerged from the Portal and into the night near the address Namia had given me.

I hadn’t recognised it on paper, but I sure as hell did on sight.

It was the warehouse where a group of fanatics called the Sons of the Dark Moon had been keeping and twisting young Shadowborn into Shaadres (horrific shadow monsters). They’d tried to do it to me, not realising I was an Archon. It hadn’t ended well for them.

Even so, it hadn’t been a pleasant experience, one of my very first exposures to the darker aspects of life.

Was the choice of location deliberate? A ploy to throw me off? Or was it coincidence?

Like I believed in those anymore...

The building had decayed considerably since the last time I’d seen it. The chain link fence had been pulled open, the state of the art security systems were gone, the windows were boarded or bricked up and the glass door had been replaced with a metal slab covered with bars and padlocks.

“What a hole,” Lexi commented as she stepped through the Portal after Rodger.

The latter grunted in the affirmative, pulling his Enchanted pistol and holding it at the ready.

Rodger was with us because Orpheus and Clarke were guarding Clarion Hall in case the trap Namia had warned me about came with some sort of assault on the house. I wasn’t supposed to be at the address for another ten hours, but I was expecting misdirection and subterfuge. Perhaps I was being overcautious, but the Snakes had proven themselves dangerous. I was taking no chances.

I cast Mage Sight and looked around. Nothing leapt out at me. The buildings around us had a few squatters in them, but little else.

The Warehouse wasn’t quite as empty.

Deep below, and I was fairly certain I knew where, too, was an energy signature. Tiny, flickering, but definitely Magical.

If it was in the same chamber I thought it was... then someone was definitely messing with me. Someone who knew far too much about me.

That was a miniscule list, and there was nobody on it who would betray me. Something was terribly wrong.

“Rodger, would you check the door?” I asked. “I don’t see anything Magical, but this whole situation stinks.”

“Yes sir,” he replied, his tone clipped, professional.

He slid forward, his movements graceful and even, his weapon covering the space around him flawlessly. He’d been a Conclave-sanctioned soldier, once upon a time; he knew his weapons and how to use them. He’d cut his teeth hunting Demons through the Alps at the height of the Second World War. That was a very dark time in the Supernatural community, with monsters crawling out of the woodwork to take advantage of the carnage. The Magicians of Europe had banded together to keep the bloodshed to a minimum, but there was only so much they could do with armies wondering around the place and the need to maintain secrecy. A lot of people had died.

Rodger moved up to the door like a wraith, his dark skin and darker suit allowing him to blend with the shadows, his movements utterly silent even without a Spell. He cast a Mage Sight of his own, but this one was modified, letting him look at matter, rather than energy.

He froze three steps from the door and knelt down before creeping forward slowly. He stopped again and traced a line above the step to the door.

“Tripwire,” he whispered. “Plastique.”

I grimaced; I’d been on the receiving end of plastic explosives before. Not pleasant. Would Orpheus have spotted that? Clarke probably would have; he had paramilitary training. I made a mental note not to go anywhere without one of them again.

Rodger compressed his Will into two shearing planes and cut the wire carefully.

He looked again.

“Clear,” he said before using a Lockpick Spell on the padlocks.

They fell to the ground one by one, but Rodger’s Will caught them and set them gently to one side.

He pulled the slab off the same way and stepped inside, his weapon tracing left and right.

“Which way, Boss?” he asked.

“Left and then straight to a ramp leading downwards.”

He nodded and started walking.

There was no power in the building and every step I took seemed to be either on or over some piece of debris. The walls bore scorch marks or long-faded stains that may have at one time been blood-red; the remains of the raid that had taken the place.

The ramp leading into the lower levels came into view and I had to repress a shudder as Rodger led the way down. It was an effort to follow him; I didn’t want to be there.

The only thing that kept me putting one foot in front of the other was the slim hope that we might capture a Snake alive and that he might then lead us to crafting materials or at least someone higher up in their organisation who could.

I was pinning a lot of hope on the idea that coming early would make the difference, but I wasn’t counting on it. Something really stank about this. I didn’t know what, but there was a knot of tension in my chest that was only getting worse as we made our way deeper and deeper into the Earth and towards that strange energy signature.

Rodger put his fist up and I froze. We probably needed to have a chat about communication in a crisis; if it weren’t for my penchant for modern cinema, I wouldn’t have had the first clue what he meant me to do.

“Ward,” he whispered. “Right in our path. Looks like a simple alarm, but there’s a Telepathic component. If we disable it, the caster will receive an alert.”

I looked around with Mage Sight.

“Through the wall?” I suggested. “There’s a set of rooms either side, we can go through there and come back out into a connecting corridor?”

He nodded and backed away.

“I’ll cast,” I said.

“Keep the emissions below a Grade Two Spell, if you can. Where there’s one Ward, there will be others and they might be set up to detect Magic,” he said.

“That’ll take a while,” I said as I started creating the Spell. “It’s not a thin wall.”

“It’s not a load-bearing wall, is it?” Lexi hissed.

I put my hand on the concrete, letting my senses seep in, feeling for the delicate interactions of energy, matter and mass.

“Not here,” I replied after a moment, “but a good thought to keep in mind, Lexi, thanks.”

She ignored the compliment and continued to glare down the corridor while I worked.

Yes, we were still not getting along. I’d tried to bridge the gap between us in the last couple of weeks, but I hadn’t made progress. Truth be told, I was just too damned tired of bullshit in general, and hers in particular, to do the necessary grovelling.

After a few minutes work playing with atomic structure, a chunk of wall slid to the ground, suspended in a field of low gravity so it wouldn’t make too much noise.

I stuck my head through the resultant hole (much to the aggravation of the man who was there to keep said head attached to its neck) and led the way in.

“That should be far enough,” Rodger said after reclaiming the point-position and leading us through two small, adjoining offices.

I repeated my work and we were back in the corridor.

We had to pull that trick twice more before we got to the lowest level.

Just as we were descending the last flight of steps, Lexi had us stop.

She concentrated for a moment before scowling. “We just passed into a Portal Jammer,” she whispered.

I scowled, but waved Rodger on. We’d just have to deal with it. The complete lack of opposition was worrying me, though. We hadn’t seen or heard any trace.

We finally arrived on the lowest floor.

The knot in my chest only increased as we made our way through a barracks where, once upon a time, I’d stolen some clothes (the perverts had taken my own in a further attempt at dehumanisation).

We halted a handful of steps from a familiar (though mangled) steel door.

A dim glow was coming from the chamber where they’d tried to indoctrinate me; to turn me into an obedient monster.

Definitely not a coincidence.

Mage Sight showed... nothing. Just that same energy signature, pulsing gently, like a beacon. No sign of life, no Wells...

“Do you hear that?” Lexi whispered.

I cast a Sound Enhancement Spell and listened.

Moans. Desperate, lonely, pained.

But how? I hadn’t detected anything living.

“Shields,” I said.

We’d been trying to maintain a low profile, but if there was anyone to find, it would be in that room. The time for stealth was over. And if this was a trap, then going in undefended was a recipe for disaster.

Defences snapped into place and I led the way into the room at a run, staff up and ready for anything.

Or so I thought.

I’m not sure there was a way to be ready for what I saw.

Where once there had been a glass cube surrounded by Enchanted lights, there was now a throne-like chair, bolted to the concrete floor. It was made of metal; huge and solid.

A man was strapped to that chair, metal bands at his neck, chest, arms, legs, feet, wrists and forehead holding him tightly in place. He couldn’t so much as twitch anything larger than a finger.

Which was fair enough. After all, when you’ve removed the top of someone’s skull and are doing things to their brain, you don’t want them to move.

There was a device above the poor soul’s head, an assembly of metal and crystal that protruded from the back of the chair and ended with more than a dozen carefully positioned needles driven into the exposed brain.

The mutilated man was the source of the moaning we’d heard on the way in, and I recognised him from pictures Walder had provided.

It was the missing Time Mage: Quinn.

There was no missing that beak of a nose, which curled down a little at the tip, nor those pointed eyebrows and receding hairline that favoured his left side (what was left of it, anyway...). It was him, alright.

I was suddenly, awfully, reminded of what Umaira had said about forcing a Time Mage to See through whatever was blocking Magical Foresight. She hadn’t mentioned anything like this, though.

Rodger, perhaps the most well-adjusted person left in the room, threw up on the spot.

Lexi, in what can only be described as a fit of idiotic altruism, darted forward.

“Stop!” I snapped.

“He needs help, God damn it!” she snarled back.

Something in my mind was screaming at me to be careful, to stay back. And it wasn’t just all those traps we’d had to evade to get down there.

“I said stop!” I barked, trying to intercept her.

I was too late.

She put a foot over the hidden Ward surrounding the chair.

The energy signature we’d been following vanished along with the Illusion that had somehow fooled the Mage Sight of three trained Magicians.

Several things happened at once.

The device hooked up to Quinn’s head withdrew its needles and folded neatly into the back of the chair while every strap and manacle snapped open.

The last of the Illusions fell away, finally revealing how Quinn had been able to survive that sort of mutilation.

Well, survived was a poor choice of words. He’d been dead when he went into the chair, or soon after, anyway.

He was a Host.

To the Black Hunger.

I had an awful moment of clarity. If there was one way to make a Time Magician’s brain and mind last long enough to See the future under the strain Umaira had described... well, this was probably it. The Black Hunger sustained tissue and supplemented nerve cells with their own network. They’d be able to take strain that would have destroyed Quinn on his own.

And all it had cost was one of only a handful of living Time Magicians.

The instant he was free, the moans vanished, replaced by the terrible, hungry laugh of the Black Hosts. He leapt right at Lexi, his power flaring to speed up Time within the boundary of his Aura.

It made him horrifyingly fast.

Lexi was busy recoiling, but she was nowhere near quick enough. I shoved her out of the way with a blast of kinetic energy that popped her shields like a bubble and sent her barrelling into a wall. Quinn’s strike flew through the spot Lexi head had just vacated and slammed into my own shields instead.

He’d sped up his own Time so much that he’d been able to coat his hands in Dispel; he carved off half my shield layers before I noticed what he’d done.

Lexi’s shields weren’t a quarter as strong or complex as my own. She’d have died right then and there. Of course, seeing as how I’d slightly knocked her out, she was unlikely appreciate it as much as she otherwise would.

Whoops. Oh well, it was that or let her get eaten.

Quinn’s next hit demolished what was left of my defences and I only avoided getting my face chewed off by blasting out a wave of fire that made the Host blur out of the way... and into Rodger’s line of fire.

My Warden’s gun made hardly a sound as its rounds carved out huge holes from Quinn’s decaying flesh. Each bullet was Enchanted to open a spherical Portal about six inches across. Perfectly shaped spheres of flesh appeared out of thin air in little flashes of muted light before dropping to the ground with wet slaps.

I felt my gorge rise, but I shoved it back down again and hurled a lightning bolt (instead of my dinner).

Unfortunately, Rodger’s fire had inspired Quinn to raise a shield... which my bolt missed anyway.

He was just so fast.

Rodger’s shields went down next and it was only through a truly impressive roll that he avoided getting his head knocked off his shoulders.

I cast a wave of Dispel that clipped Rodger on his way past, eradicating a Spell he was casting, but wreaking absolute havoc when it hit Quinn. His shields and his Temporal Manipulation Spell imploded, hurling him away from us and slamming him into the ground.

I followed up with fire and lightning, coiled into a whip of energy that blew off his left leg and set his hips on fire.

Quinn barely seemed to notice, using his remaining limbs to flip into the air and right back at me. Not once had he stopped laughing. If anything the damage made him laugh harder, as if it were all one wonderful joke.

My shields were back in place and took his charge. He bounced off and hit the ground hard. I cast at him again, this time with kinetic energy.

Time Magic flared and he was once again on the move, faster than the eye could follow. That was getting really old.

His speed meant that the Spell which should have smashed his skull instead crushed the right side of his chest, which flung him slightly off course, but did nothing to end the fight.

Quinn easily dodged Rodger’s fire, flying through the air and right at me.

I reached into my Suppression Cuff and filled the air between us with plasma, which he flew into. He didn’t even bother to try evading it.

When he came out the other side, he was unrecognisable. Every inch of exposed flesh was black and smoking, his eyes, mouth and nose a fused, charred mess... until he ripped his own mouth open with brute strength so he could start laughing again, the sound now wet and gravelly through his damaged throat. His exposed brain was also smoking and charred, making his movements a little sluggish but clearly not doing enough to put him down.

What the hell was it going to take?!

Time Magic flared again as he smashed into my shields. A tiny, tiny piece of his power slipped though my defences to strike me in the side, just under my left arm. It wasn’t a large hit, maybe two or three inches across and half that deep, but within that tiny area, time went mad.

Again, not too much, but enough that the cells in that tiny clump of me aged about two weeks in a second.

Essentially, they had fourteen days cut off from the rest of my body.

When the Spell lapsed, the cells were dead mush; black and rotten, packed with anaerobic bacteria, oozing puss and leaving my ribs exposed.

Blood shot from the suddenly exposed edges of the rotten area and I fell over with a scream. Quinn tore at my shields, ploughing his way through one layer after another, his laugh giving way to moans of anticipatory delight.

Rodger saved my life. He darted in from the side just as Quinn was laying into my last shield layer.

He took an extra half a second to aim and squeezed the trigger.

The top of Quinn’s head vanished and the rest of the former Time Mage slid to the ground.

Rodger, an imminently practical man, wasted exactly no time slamming his boot into the rather large chunk of brain and skull, taking absolutely no chances.

It rather horrified me that it was only after Rodger was finished that the last of Quinn’s energy signature faded. Would that chunk of brain have been able to cast?

“Thank you,” I said through gritted teeth, my hands over my newest wound.

“I did it for me, Boss. The captain made it very clear what would happen if I came back without you.”

I laughed, which made my side explode with pain.

He turned and started disposing of the body, burning everything that looked vaguely squishy, just to be safe. He didn’t even need to be asked. Damned good work. I’d have a word with Cassandra about him; he’d impressed the hell out of me. Plus, bonuses for saving my life were a good way of encouraging the rest of the staff to do the same.

While Rodger was busy, I took the opportunity to cast a Triage Spell to keep me from losing too much blood. There was too much damage to deal with in the moment, so I simply killed the bacteria, made sure I wasn’t bleeding, and got up to check on Lexi.

She was just stirring when I got to her, a rather large bump on her head.

The look she gave me when she laid eyes on me was pure hatred.

“Sorry,” I said.

She swore at me.

I ignored her and turned to check the rest of the room.

No sign of anyone else, of course. No minders, no operatives, no... anything, really.

Aside from the chair, the whole place had been sanitised.

The Snakes had been one step ahead of me again.




Chapter 41



“This makes no sense,” Rodger said as he finished burning the last of Quinn’s remains. “Why would they sacrifice their Time Mage like this? To ambush you? Not worth it, if you’ll forgive me for saying so. Especially unsupported like he was.”

I frowned. “Good point. I can only think that he was no longer useful to them for some reason. Maybe he was burned out? Or just too insane? They could have thought that an ambush was all he was good for.”

“Seems weak. He wasn’t that much of a threat,” Lexi said, her voice matching her expression (nasty, in other words).

“Perhaps they had something else lined up, but we were too early. We were told to be here at ten tomorrow. I guess we’ll find out then if they had something else in mind,” I said with a weary sigh. “Can anyone see the Portal Jammer?”

“It’s in the chair,” Lexi replied.

That made sense. You wouldn’t want your... subject just Portalling out, and it was safer to make it integral.

I went over and took a look at the Enchantments. They were spread throughout the chair, but they coalesced in a panel full of crystals on the back.

There were even labels. I pulled a latched safety-cover off the one for ‘Jammer’ and linked to the crystal underneath to disable the attached Spells.

“Gone,” Lexi said.

I nodded and removed the various bolts keeping the chair attached to the floor.

“Back to Clarion, please, Lexi. We’ll take this with us for study.”

“If you say so,” she said sullenly.

“I do.”

She opened the Portal into Clarion’s front hall and I Willed the chair through with us.

I only relaxed once I was back on safe ground.

God what a mess that had been, and it could have been so much worse. Clearly, I’d put this off long enough. Something had to be done before things got any worse.

I turned to Lexi, who was leaving.

“Wait a moment, please, Lexi, I’d like a word. Thanks Rodger, you were exceptional tonight.”

“Just doing my job,” he said gruffly.

I smiled and extended my spare hand, which he took.

“And it was a damn good job,” I replied.

He smiled and nodded before leaving me with Lexi and the Warden on guard duty.

“Sally, don’t let anybody touch that until I get back, okay?” I said to the woman, gesturing at the chair.

“Of course, my lord.”

None of them could be persuaded to use my actual name. Cassandra’s training, no doubt, but it did leave the relationships somewhat less personal than I’d have preferred to have with my bodyguards. I suppose that made sense in a purely pragmatic way. They needed to be objective; unemotional about their work.

I led Lexi into the drawing room and closed the door behind her.

She stood with her arms crossed, glaring at me.

“You disobeyed an order,” I said simply, “and you put three lives in danger. Four in the moment, because we didn’t know that Quinn was dead.”

“I did what my judgement told me was the right thing.”

“That’s not the point. It wasn’t your decision to make. It was mine. I gave a command and you ignored it. We could have died as a result.”

“I saw a man in pain-”

“In a place full of traps. Again, not the point.”

“Yes, yes, your authority was challenged again. I’m so sorry,” she sneered.

“How are you this stupid?” I replied, my temper getting the best of me again. “You are not employed to be a babysitter. You are a damned Warden. You are expected to use your judgement, yes, but you are, above all, expected to do as you are told or people can, and eventually will, die.”

She rolled her eyes.

That did not help my mood.

I pulled my hand away from the gaping wound in my side. She went immediately green and recoiled.

“No, you look at it, Ross!” I snapped. “This happened because of you. Because you triggered the trap prepared for us. Maybe I would have triggered it anyway, maybe not. But this is what happens when you think you know better.”

“I do know better, damn you!” she snapped. “I was an operative for longer than you’ve been alive!”

“Yes, that experience really served us well,” I said dryly, wiggling a palm that was stained with a variety of interestingly-coloured fluids. None of which smelt pleasant, by the way.

She went greener.

I hid the wound again.

“Look, I don’t want to fight with you. I don’t want this animosity. We used to work well together, can’t you meet me half way?”

“By doing everything you say? How is that ‘half way’ to anything?!”

Well, we could arrange for my foot to find itself lodged ‘half way’ up your-

“Fair enough, but we can’t work any other way, Lexi. Orders need to be obeyed or there will be chaos at best and a disaster at worst.”

“And you’re the one to give those orders?”

“Yes. That’s what you signed up for. That’s what you agreed to.”

“Maybe that should change,” she said, her eyes narrowing dangerously.

“Well... it’s not going to.”

“How can you be this arrogant? You’re twenty years old!”

“Very true. And maybe I’m not the best one to do this job, but I’m the best one we’ve got.”

She snorted.

“Hardly. Any one of us would do a better job! You’ve stumbled from disaster to disaster, losing ground with every damned step!”

“And what would you have done differently?”

“I’d have let someone who knew what they were doing fix the problem!”

“Who, damn it, who?! You keep saying ‘someone’ and you keep suggesting that ‘something’ be done. Well, who and what?! It’s all very well just spouting out a call to action, but without any actual ideas, you’re just noise and now, dissenting noise. Worse than merely useless, you’re now actively harmful.”

“You actually have the balls to call me useless? You?” she laughed. “You can’t cast a Spell without falling over, you can barely even get up in the morning, and you certainly can’t stand up to the real threats in this world.”

“And I saved your life. What the hell does that make you?” I replied coldly.

She slapped me. Hard.

My ears rang and I had to blink the sparks out of my good eye.

“Wow, what a cogent argument.”

“Everything’s a joke to you, isn’t it? You just have to have the last bloody word!”

“That’s actually two separate issues. I’ll take the second one first: yes. As to the first: don’t be such a damned fool,” I said, my eyes narrowing. “Everything I have is on the line. Everything. I fail and everyone I love either dies or lives in a world that’s under the thumb of a megalomaniac and his lackeys. What about that do you think I find funny?!”

She had no answer.

“I am doing my best. If anyone, and I do mean anyone could come up with something better, I’d do that instead. But nobody has. It’s not as if the problem has been kept private. The Conclaves know, and Magicians gossip, as you should know; if anyone had a better idea, I’d have heard about it.”

“And that’s the problem. Who could possibly come up with an idea to better yours?” she was sneering again. “You’d never believe that anyone other than you was right.”

“We’re talking in circles. Let’s get to the heart of the issue: you don’t trust me.”

Her posture tightened. Nail on the head.

“Nor do you believe in me. That’s fine, what a person keeps in their heart and mind is their own business... unless it interferes with their duty. It is now interfering with yours. So, if you can’t bring yourself to trust me, then you can either simply obey me or stop working for me. Those are your choices. My life is complex enough without worrying about loose cannons going off in my face.”

And don’t think I wasn’t aware of the irony of me calling someone else a loose cannon. I was finally starting to understand the frustration I caused the other Archons from time to time.

Was I growing up? Ugh, what an ugly thought.

“Do you even hear yourself? Obey me? And you’re talking about other people’s megalomania?”

“I’m using simple language, Lexi. I want things to be absolutely clear between us. Gone are the days when I could throw power at a problem until it stopped moving. I need every hand pulling in the same direction. I could tolerate one not pulling at all, but not one pulling the wrong way. I can’t afford it.”

Her expression darkened further.

“I have immense respect for your skills and for what you’ve done for me and mine. If it were anyone else, I’d have cut my losses, but you are worth the effort to keep you with us. You have earned a second and even third chance, but I can’t have a repeat of tonight. This time the result was a relatively minor injury; it might not be next time.”

The look in her eyes told me that I wasn’t getting through.

“Take the night, even the day tomorrow, and have a think about things. You have my terms and I’d be glad if you stayed, but if you do, arguments stay in this house and in private. Once the decision is made, it is respected. Understand?”

She rolled her eyes again and left without another word, slamming the door behind her.

I lowered myself onto a sofa, keeping my messy wound away from the fabrics.

The problem was that I could see her point. I was a kid, and maybe even a supremely arrogant one, but what else could I have done? With the resources at my command, I couldn’t think of anything I might have done better.

“That was... tense,” Cassandra said, seeming to appear next to me, startling me. Rodger must have reported in. I hadn’t even heard her open the door; I really needed to make more of the floorboards creaky. She took my (clean) hand in hers and squeezed gently.

“Are you just at every keyhole, now?” I asked.

“More or less,” she said with a chuckle.

I smiled back. “I really am at my wits end with her.”

“She’ll come around.”

“Maybe if I hadn’t been sleeping with her girlfriend.”

“Yes, that is something of a speed-bump, I’ll admit. Wait... hadn’t been?”

“Hm?” I replied, trying to pass off my Freudian slip.

“Don’t ‘hm’ me, Matty, you know what you said.”

I sighed. “She’s been avoiding me; bedroom-wise.”

“Well, you are hideous.”

I zapped her bottom with a jolt of electricity.

She squealed and glared when she landed.

“Alright, I might have deserved that one, but I’m still going to hit you for doing things to my bottom.”

“Cassie, we’ve had a talk about phrasing,” I replied, trying desperately to keep the smirk off my face... and failing.

She went crimson and raised her fist menacingly.

I raised my brightly coloured hand towards her.

“I’ll wipe gloop on you,” I threatened.

“Holy crap! What the hell is that?!”

“Best guess, the yellow and green are different kinds of bacterial discharge, the black is putrefied flesh, the-“

“Gah, stop, for the love of God!” she said, recoiling. “And you wonder why the women don’t come running?!”

“No, actually, that part is something I understand,” I said sadly.

She moved back in, but she was keeping a close eye on what my messy hand was doing. She hadn’t even seen the wound underneath it, yet. Thankfully. She’d have fussed.

“Well, don’t keep it to yourself,” she prodded, elbowing my arm. “Talk.”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes.”

I sighed.

“She’s... I don’t want to say given up, but she may have resigned herself to my dying and is doing her best to prepare herself for it.”

“Surprisingly insightful... for a male.”

“Do you want me to interfere with your bottom again?”

“Now who’s ignoring phrasing?!”

“I’m just a male, crassness is to be expected,” I replied with a grin.

She rolled her eyes and squeezed my hand again.

“She does love you, you know.”

“I do. And I want this to be as easy for her as possible. If that means distancing herself... well, I understand.”

“Are you sure that it’s her who’s resigned?” she asked gently.

“I can’t be resigned to anything, I’m still firmly lodged in the ‘denial’ part of the process.”

She laughed and kissed my cheek.

“When I survive this, I’m going to be really pissed at her, though.”

Cassandra shook her head, smiling sadly as she hugged me tightly.

“I’m serious. Avoiding me is only a valid coping mechanism if I actually die. Otherwise it’s just really cruel.”

She laughed again and held on even tighter, as if she were afraid I’d float away.

We just sat there for a while, the silence comfortable; easy.

“Would you like me to have a word with her for you?” she asked after a while.

“Absolutely not.”

“Hey, I can be tactful!”

“Not in my experience.”

“Those are fighting words, Graves!”

“You can’t even offer help without threatening violence!”

She opened her mouth to reply, but then she looked a little sheepish.

Then she pouted.

I chuckled. “I’m sure that it’ll be fine.”

“With your luck?”

“Cassie, must you kick me when I’m down?”

“Well... it is the easiest way.”

I muttered mutinously, she just smiled back at me.




Chapter 42



“Wow, you really pissed her off,” Namia said the next morning.

It was just after breakfast and I was in my library, lying flat-out on one of the sofas. Even breakfast had been enough to make me need a nap. A long night—complete with peril and Healing Magic—hadn’t helped the situation.

“Who?” I replied as she dropped into a chair.

“Ross.”

“Oh. That’s terrible,” I said, rolling over.

“I got her back on side for you.”

I turned to face her.

“That was... nice of you.”

She grinned.

“Or was it?” I said warily, making her laugh.

“Self-interest, I assure you. If you’re down a Portal maker, you may not be able to escape that trap I was supposed to set you up for.”

“Did nobody tell you? I asked... someone to do that,” I said, shaking my head tiredly. I was sure I’d asked someone to tell her. Damn, I was slipping. I could feel it. If I was forgetting things...

Hopefully I was just tired.

“Tell me what?” Namia prodded.

“We sprung the trap last night. All sorted.”

She blinked.

“You did? Well, what happened? Details... and loot locations.”

I sketched out what had happened while she fiddled with her phone. I shared our conclusions about it being a distraction and she agreed that the theory fit the facts.

“Still, you were a very eager beaver, weren’t you?”

“I prefer weasel.”

“How is that better?”

“Pray you never find out,” I said menacingly before ruining it with a yawn.

She shook her head.

“So, I guess it’s just a matter of waiting to see what they had planned for ten o’clock,” she said, checking her watch. It wasn’t too long until then.

“I’d say there’s only a fifty-fifty chance of anything happening,” I said. “The Snakes aren’t idiots; they’ll almost certainly know that something happened to their trap by now.”

“Not necessarily. They’d have expected those Wards you mentioned to be more than enough security. They may be completely unaware. It might be worth turning up. You might catch someone.”

I shrugged.

“Tethys has someone watching the area. If someone arrives, I can be there quite quickly.”

She frowned, but didn’t say anything else. Her phone beeped a few times and she left to make a call. I shrugged and went back to my dozing.

My own phone rang a few minutes later. Hellstrom’s ringtone.

I saw the clock. Ten after ten. Or, just about when I should have been picking my way through booby traps. The significance was not lost on me.

“Your grace, I don’t suppose this is good news?”

“Is it ever? You’d better get over here; Rerek’s going to address us.”

“On the way,” I said.

We hung up.

I sighed. Here we go...

Orpheus opened a Portal into the square in front of the Conclave Building and we ran in, Clarke right behind us.

I’d made myself as presentable as anyone could expect, what with my various... issues. I was dressed in a dark suit, robes and hood. I’d given some thought to pulling the hood up, but decided against it. The hood wouldn’t hide enough to make it worthwhile, and trying would make me look ashamed.

I mean... I was, but I couldn’t let anyone think that I was.

The Conclave was already in session when we arrived, with Hellstrom at the podium; stalling, no doubt.

I slipped in the back and made my way along the small passage at the top of the stands before heading down the steps to my usual seat next to Hellstrom’s.

Her face went through an interesting gamut as she saw mine. Relief to horror to revulsion and back to relief again. It was an interesting, if somewhat unhappy, mix.

Mutters started as soon as I came into sight. More than one Councillor went a little green. A few of the more delicate ones looked close to passing out. And this was with most, if not all, having seen the video and Hellstrom warning the ones that hadn’t. How would they have reacted to a surprise? Screaming, probably...             

“Are you alright, young Graves?” one of the older Councillors asked me in a whisper.

“Fine thank you sir,” I replied brightly. “It’s nowhere near as horrible as it looks.”

He nodded and turned his attention back to Hellstrom, who was finishing up.

“So, without further ado, let us stand for the First Shadow, who has asked to speak to us today,” she said, stepping away from her podium and coming over to her seat while the crowd stood.

Rerek came striding in, his smile faltering slightly as he laid eyes on me.

“Bodyguards,” Hellstrom whispered into my ear as she arrived.

There were three men following behind Rerek. They were dressed in dark suits with crisp, white shirts and were otherwise unremarkable Magicians; two Wizards and an Acolyte.

“What am I looking for?” I whispered back.

“Lapel pins,” her voice held a mixture of fury and dread.

I looked again. Each wore a tiny bit of silver, small enough that I hadn’t even noticed them from the far end of the room. My face twisted into a snarl as I recognised them: Ouroboros.

We’d suspected a link; active coordination at worst, a manipulation at best, but now there was a clear association between Rerek and the people who may well have murdered four Archons. Rerek, Yoruba and the Snakes. There was no doubt now that they were working together. Whether they had been from the start or not didn’t matter; they were now.

On their own, each would have been hard to deal with in my state.

Together...

I felt another weight land on my back, but didn’t let it show. I made sure to stand up straight and as tall as I could.

We just needed a bit more time. Just a little more and one of our leads would bear fruit, I was sure. We were already a solid chunk of the way to a working device, we just needed to hold back the tide a while longer.

Rerek came to the podium, pausing to smile at the gathered Councillors before he started to speak.

“Please be seated.”

He looked around him, that stupid smile still plastered on his face.

“Well, here we are again, eh?” he said genially, his voice steady and calm.

The Councillors remained stony-faced and impassive. A few smiled nervously, but most remained stoic.

“We approach a crisis point, Councillors,” he said gently. “Triumvir Yoruba is losing patience with the unlawful occupation of his territory. Many of the Conclaves have seen reason and recalled their people from the Garrison. Can I not persuade you to do the same? In the interests of saving lives?”

The muttering from the opposition benches increased, but not by much. Many looked to me and I gave them nothing to indicate that I was anything other than confident and sturdy, even if all I wanted to do was go back to bed and sleep until lunch time.

“With respect, my lord,” Hellstrom chimed in, “that land belongs to the people of Libya, not to the African Council of the Mystic Art. Mister Yoruba certainly has no claim to it; the Wardens and their volunteers are there with the permission of the National Unity Government.”

“Not anymore,” Rerek said. Again, his tone was gentle; reasonable.

He reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a piece of paper, which he handed to a nearby clerk.

“This is a decree, rescinding the agreement between the Libyan people and Warden Commander Johan Walder. His occupation of Libyan soil in now illegal and the local government has asked for the help of the African Council in its removal. Forces have already been diverted and will be ready before too long. I realise that the Wardens will not move; can not be moved, but nor can they stand against the forces at the Triumvir’s command. Save your people while you can.”

The muttering increased. Worry and fear was spreading. There were more than a hundred and fifty British Magicians at the Garrison. Many of them Sorcerers. If they were lost in an overwhelming attack, the Magical defences of the Realm would be greatly weakened.

Hellstrom squeezed my arm and nodded towards Rerek.

I nodded back and stepped into the aisle. Silence returned, every eye focussing on me.

“I have not recognised you, Lord Primal,” Rerek sneered.

“None the less, I will speak,” I replied, deliberately turning my back on him.

“I think not. I have the flo-”

“The Conclave of Great Britain recognises the Lord Primal!” that old Councillor who’d asked how I was barked, lurching to his feet along with quite a few others, each of whom shouted their agreement.

Rerek snorted and waved his assent, walking easily back to his Seat as if he hadn’t a care in the world. That worried me a lot more than any ranting would have. He was entirely too calm about all this.

Well, nothing for it now.

“Like he said, here we are again,” I began, meeting as many eyes as I could. “Once again a man has come before us, a man with power, means and charisma. Once again, we are being told things we want to hear. That it’s okay to pull back our support from those who desperately need it, that it’s fine because they’re going to lose anyway.”

I paused, looking around me.

“We know better.”

Many were nodding, some were glaring at Rerek.

“But that’s not what this is about, not for me, not for the men and women at that Garrison and not for many of you, either. When it comes down to it, this is about fighting for people that have spent their lives fighting for us. Vanessa Kron was keeping our world safe thirteen hundred years before the oldest of us was even born. Bartholomew Killian has stared into the face of Death itself and held it away from our doors. Jennifer Hopkins has offered her wisdom and Lucille Palmyra her compassion. Each has shed their blood for us. They have done this without asking for anything in return except that we obey the rules that keep us safe. That’s what we’re fighting for. Those are the stakes.”

I turned back to Rerek.

“The First Shadow would have you think that this is a matter of territory, rights and the competence of those solving the problem. Maybe some of his supporters even believe that. But, again, we know better. This is about the future and the kind of world we want to live in. Is it to be a place where we stand by those who’ve earned our loyalty with every breath they took, or is it one where we cave to the demands of the strong simply because they are so?”

The Councillors seemed to be listening, but many were still looking worried.

“And, if that isn’t enough, think on this: Mister Yoruba has an army. If he beats the Wardens, then he’s not going to stop there. It will embolden him; a man who rules a continent as a king in all but name. A man who runs a feudal society and who can call on thousands to do his will. That’s what we’ll be giving the green light to.”

“Such drama!” Rerek said, getting back to his feet and marching forward, still smiling. “We’re talking about a police action; nobody’s going to get slaughtered. Certainly, nobody’s getting invaded!”

“Yet. That’s the point.”

“Ridiculous! Mister Yoruba is responding to an act of criminal trespass-”

“If that was all he cared about, then he’d simply stand off for the next three months,” I interrupted. “That’s the longest those Wardens can be there. They aren’t bothering him, they aren’t hurting anyone. They’ve even paid to have the city’s other docks renovated and modernised. All they want is to guard their charges until a rescue plan is devised.”

“And they would make considerably more progress with experts at their disposal,” Rerek put in.

“Nobody believes that’s one of Yoruba’s objectives, Lord Shadow,” I replied coldly. “Time Magic is very delicate, even Lady Time’s. That’s why we built a damned fortress around the Time Lock in the first place. Any close siege would almost certainly damage the Lock if not destroy it outright. And that would, incidentally, kill any besiegers, if that matters to you.”

The way he smirked told me that it didn’t.

“Of course it does,” he replied. “That’s why we’re trying to show a united front to the Wardens. The entire Magical community, standing together. If we, as one, give them an ultimatum, they will have to listen rather than risk their charges.”

“They won’t listen. They’ll fight, no matter who told them to stand down.”

“They would if you told them. We know who’s giving the orders to the Warden Corps, Lord Primal. You could end this now.”

“I doubt it. And even if I could, I wouldn’t. Those Wardens are all that stands between us and disaster.”

“No, they are the ones that are ensuring it,” he replied.

He spun, taking in the entire room.

“Honourable Councillors, let’s not mince words, the Archons, our leaders, are under the control of a child, a boy with little experience, fewer skills and almost no power. I’m sure he thinks he’s doing the right thing, but how many of us can say that we knew what we were doing at twenty?”

Ouch, he had a point. Lots of them, actually.

“The Wardens are loyal men and women, but they are blunt instruments, used to following. They latched onto the first authority they found and haven’t let go since, even if that means the destruction of all they swore to protect.”

He swept his arm over me in an expansive gesture.

“Look at him. Just look. He literally wears his mistakes on his face. His credentials are there for all to see. Folly, failure... death.”

The mutters had started again. Bother.

“Tell them, Graves. Tell them how long you have. Then ask them how qualified that makes you. Go on, if you dare!”

I looked to Hellstrom, who nodded. Her eyes were narrow, her lips quirked in a tiny smile. She’d spotted an opening.

“All being well, and barring further damage or sickness... maybe another ten weeks; twelve at the outside. I’d likely pass away about a fortnight after the First Circle; if we haven’t affected a rescue,” I said, actually putting a solid number on it for the first time.

I didn’t enjoy that very much.

My answer was met by silence. Shocked silence.

“And this is what you’ve put your hopes in. Someone who didn’t even tell you he was dying. He clearly didn’t trust you. Why do you trust him?”

I rolled my eyes.

“Piffle,” I replied tiredly.

Rerek turned towards me, expecting more.

“That’s all you have to say?” he asked after a while.

“That’s all I need to say.”

Laughter rippled through the chamber. There was even the odd cheer, quickly ended by a smack upside the head, followed by mutters about decorum.

Rerek seethed.

“Look,” I said as sincerely as I could, “I have a plan, I have resources coming into place and I have an expert in the field. The only living expert, in fact, who isn’t actually in that Lock. I have always said that other ideas were welcome. I released a packet with a full briefing to every Conclave around the world. I have received nothing, either in the way of ideas or expertise. That’s because nobody else knows enough about Construct-based Time Magic to even understand the problem, much less the solution.”

“How can anyone expect to offer substantive solutions when you prevent access to the Lock?” Rerek snarled. “You think a packet is enough to base the future on?”

“Alright, what if I had Walder adjust the defences around the Garrison so that Magicians could examine the Lock under Mage Sight? That should be doable.”

“Unacceptable. Direct access must be allowed!”

“What a surprise,” I said dryly, earning me more laughs. “I wonder how long it would be before someone had an ‘accident’ right next to the Lock?”

“You see what sort of paranoia I’ve been dealing with?” Rerek asked the room. Nobody seemed to be on his side of the argument anymore, though. In fact, the stares were now hostile. I think they were finally starting to understand what Rerek was after, and they didn’t like it one bit.

Hellstrom pounced.

“I call the vote,” she said, “the proposition from the First Shadow is before us. Do we attempt to compel our Magicians to leave the Garrison?”

In the old building, there had been an ingenious, Enchanted system that allowed the Councillors to place their votes using crystals set into their seats. Here, they had to use paper ballots, assuming, of course, that was necessary...

“Any in favour say aye?”

Not one Councillor spoke up.

I’d never been so proud.

“Opposed?” Hellstrom said.

The chamber erupted in noise.

She smiled and turned to Rerek.

“You have your answer, Lord Shadow. The Conclave of Great Britain will not attempt to compel British volunteers to return.”

Rerek sighed and shook his head.

“I know when I’m beaten,” he said. He came over to me and extended his hand.

Like a fool, I took it.

I screamed as the pressure of his grip broke half the bones in my palm and fingers. Before I even had a chance to defend myself, his left fist came around and struck me full in the face, breaking my nose and fracturing my good eye socket.

I went flying, bleeding and hurting.

Orpheus and Clarke were coming, but Rerek merely waved his hand and solid Shadows poured out of their clothes, binding them tightly. I felt them calling Magic, but the Shadows squeezed until they stopped.

The Councillors were up next.

Each and every one of them. I’d never felt that much Magic gathered in one place before. There were a hundred Sorcerers in that room and not one of them was a slouch; the rest were mostly Wizards with only a few Acolytes, but even the latter knew what they were doing.

Rerek was going to end up as paste...

Click.

Somehow, even with all the noise, the shouting, the threats (and my whimpers), the sound of a hammer being pulled back cut through it all.

Every eye was immediately drawn to the source, which was one of Rerek’s bodyguards.

He was holding a gun to the one person in the room who couldn’t call on Magic to defend herself.

Hellstrom looked furious, rather than scared. She looked like she might try something, but the gun was right at her temple. I wasn’t sure if her Houdini could work soon enough to get her out of the way of the bullet, or if it would even work at all at that range. It was designed to detect lethal penetration of the aura, the gun was already within it.

I shook my head at her carefully. She grimaced, but nodded back.

“Well done Shroud,” Rerek said to his man, a smirk on his face. “Stand down everyone. We wouldn’t want to startle Mister Shroud, would we?”

They looked to Hellstrom, who nodded. Spells vanished, but the Magic remained, ready for an opening. Nobody was happy. Rage filled the air, pregnant and ready to erupt into violence.

I started working. I had a trick or two up my sleeve, but I could do nothing until Hellstrom’s head was secured.

In the meantime, though...

Rerek grabbed me by my robes and yanked me to my feet, only to slam his fist into my guts, doubling me over, followed quickly by a knee to the face that sent me back to the floor, which I suddenly wished was carpeted. Black and white checked marble might have been visually striking, but it was hell on the knees.

Cool and soothing on a broken face, though, it had that going for it...

“I have tried to be reasonable,” Rerek said as he stood over me. He flicked some of my blood off his knuckles. “I have tried to be polite and I have tried not to ‘make a fuss’ as you people say.”

He kicked me casually in the hip, but that actually helped, as I could roll closer to where Shroud had a gun on Hellstrom. I needed proximity if I were to have the element of surprise.

Cracked the bone, though. A Numbing Spell helped.

“But there is just something about the inhabitants of this stinking little island,” Rerek growled as he grabbed my hair and pulled me back to my feet.

“It’s almost as if you take pride in simply being stubborn.”

Whack!

Bloody lip, two missing teeth. Oh, hello floor, I’d missed you...

“I offer you the hand of friendship and you scorn me.”

Another kick, another three feet closer to Shroud.

Another broken bone, but at this point, who’s even counting?

Me, that’s who. This was all going on my shit-list for later plotting, you’d better believe that.

“I give you orders and you circumvent me. All because you think you know best.”

He picked me up again and head-butted me hard enough that I saw stars. Only my enhanced physiology saved me from a concussion. I shuddered to think what would have happened without those enhancements. I’d probably have been dead already.

I made sure to stagger in the right direction before falling over again.

My Spells were ready.

Nearly there...

Rerek put his foot on my chest and leant hard enough for my ribs to creak. Aside from the broken ones, which crunched.

“And all the while I had to be nice, to say, “there, now, let’s be friends” as you spit in my face. Well, no more.”

He yanked me up again and put his hand around my throat.

He squeezed.

“You are going to do as you’re damn well told for once. And you’re going to make sure that all your red-headed step-children do the same, or I’m going to do to each and every one of you what I’m doing to this arrogant little bastard.”

I recycled the air in my lungs and got my fingers around his pinkie, as Cassandra had taught me.

I pulled and he cursed as something cracked in his knuckle, forcing him to let me go.

I staggered away as he recoiled, hissing in pain.

Rage crossed his features.

I struck while he was distracted.

My Telepathic probe ploughed into Shroud’s mind like a chainsaw through mulch. He’d had Mental defences in place, but they weren’t anything to write home about, not to me.

I had my mind wrapped around his motor cortex faster than he could blink and I had him safety his gun before putting it away. I could feel him scrabbling at me, but it was like a goldfish trying to chew its way out of a bowl; doomed to failure.

I froze him, left him a little present, and pulled away from his mind.

Rerek hadn’t even noticed me work. Nobody had, yet, they were too focussed on what the angry Archon was about to do.

I acted first.

A stave slipped from my Void Ring and into my hand. The wood was black, nearly two feet long and about an inch in diameter, flaring into a pure, white, crystal orb at the tip, about twice the width of the stave.

I fed it Magic and the orb glowed white before pulsing, filling the room with a gentle hum.

Rerek fell over. Orpheus and Clarke were suddenly free. The latter instantly tackled Shroud (he had been paying attention) and the former appeared at my side, a dozen Spells suddenly ready to go.

“Wha... what did you do?!” Rerek gasped, his eyes darting to my stave.

“Meet Torch,” I said, swinging the item casually.

The Councillors were on their feet again, glowing with power and very angry, Spells by the dozen were ready to annihilate Rerek at a word. Hellstrom looked about ready to give that word, too.

“I could take you through the truly immense amount of work I had to do in order to build an item capable of cutting you off from the Shadow Realm, not to mention the frankly astronomical amount of money I paid to get the materials, some of which may have been unique, actually, but, suffice to say, it works.”

My Battle Stave appeared above my other hand (still couldn’t hold anything in it, on account of all the broken bones. He really was
a dick).

Rerek muttered darkly and pulled himself back to his feet, glowing with power as he exerted his Magic to call heat, force and gravity to himself.

The air above us rippled, growing dark as I put light sinks on the skylights, blocking out the sun. Spirits came forth, Rippers by the dozen. Utterly silent, but they radiated hatred, which was what I’d been feeling most intently when I’d called them. No shortage of those near a building that had housed politicians for half a millennium...

“I bet you think you’ve won, don’t you, you little shit?” he snarled.

“No. There was no way for me to win here,” I said, but then I lowered my voice to whisper, so only he could hear. “You certainly lost, though.”

I glanced towards one of the many, many cameras that recorded Conclave proceedings.

They’d been live this whole time.

He followed my gaze before his eyes went wide with horror.

“Not nice when it happens to you, is it?” I whispered again.

“I’m going to feed you your entrails, Graves!” he roared.

“Tricky, seeing as how I’d need entrails to digest entrails,” I replied.

My Battle Stave started to glow.

“I think it might be appropriate for you to consider yourself under arrest, Lord Shadow,” I said.

Far from being upset, Rerek just smiled.

“If I don’t leave here, my associates will release Leviathan,” he said.

I froze, blinking, thinking hard.

“You’re bluffing,” I replied.

At the other end of the room, his other bodyguard waved his phone at me, grinning like a loon.

“What if I’m not?” Rerek said cooly. “You couldn’t take Behemoth, how do you think you’ll do against something considerably meaner? You’d have to let me go, anyway.”

He leaned towards me. “And who knows how long it would take me to... recover from my confinement before I’d be able to help?”

Translation: he’d let people die just to spite me.

I looked to Hellstrom. She scowled, but shook her head.

I lowered my Battle Stave.

“Get out of here,” I said.

He smiled again.

“See you again real soon, Mathew,” he whispered as he backed away.

“The word is really, Rerek; you’re in the country, speak the language properly.”

Worst burn ever, but it was the best I could come up with when I had thirty-two broken bones screaming for attention. Thankfully (if you want to use that word), most of those were in my mangled hand. Two of my fingers were actually pointing the wrong way...

He shook his head and left. I nodded to Clarke, who let Shroud go; I removed his Mental Binding as well. The Snake glared at us as he followed his master out.




Chapter 43



“Orpheus,” I said once they were out of sight, “contact the guards we put on Leviathan’s seal. Make sure they’re still in place. And then see if someone can scrape up the numbers to double them up.”

“On it.” He made his way to the side, where he could talk in private.

Hellstrom came over to me, scowling, but also with a spring in her step.

“Not bad, Graves,” she said. She looked me up and down. “You really can’t do anything without getting hurt, can you?”

“I’ve had an unlucky couple of months,” I said in as dignified a way as I could manage while whistling through the gaps formerly occupied by teeth. Which wasn’t very.

“You always were a master of understatement.”

“Thank you.”

“Shame they got away, though. Especially that Shroud character. He doesn’t deserve to just leave.”

BANG!

Gunshot.

Eyes snapped towards the doorway the trio had vanished through.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

There was a silence and then one more, final, gunshot.

“Still feel bad?” I asked evenly.

“What did you do?”

“Left a little program behind in Shroud’s head. I assumed that Rerek would have another card to play, so I put in some instructions that would have him shoot his friend, his charge and then himself the next time he stepped through a Portal.”

She blinked.

“Damn me, Graves, that’s cold.”

“Relax, I had him aim for lower spines and guts. Nobody died. Probably.”

“Oh,” she replied, wiggling her nose. “I suppose I can live with that.”

“I mean, if Rerek then turns around and blasts Shroud into pieces for a perceived betrayal, that’s hardly my fault.”

“You’re making it worse again.”

“Is ‘worse’ really the word?” I replied mischievously.

She snorted.

I banished my Spirits and returned to my seat so I could start dealing with my various wounds. Re-growing the teeth was going to be a nightmare. I hated that. Setting the fingers wasn’t much fun, either, they were going to ache for days after this. Naturally, attempting to fix the cut in my scars just resulted in worse scars. Stupid Behemoth taint...

While I was doing that, Hellstrom was talking to her people, getting them whipped up and on-side. By the time I was finished casting (though not healing, unfortunately), they’d already agreed to send more volunteers to the Garrison and were discussing calling up their Reserves.

Orpheus came back and leant down to whisper to me.

“We’re good. I managed to get a few more men diverted from other maintenance teams, but we are now rather scraping the barrel.”

“It’ll have to do. As long as they know to call us at the first sign of trouble, we should be alright.”

“They do.”

“Okay.”

“God, we really need to tighten up your Healing Constructs,” he said as he got to work replacing my hasty Spells.

“I was in a rush.”

“Evidently.”

I frowned and he grinned back.

Hellstrom wrapped up her speech and opened up the floor for debate while she came back to me.

“How is he?” she asked Orpheus.

“I’m fine,” I said deliberately.

“His thick skull saved him from too much harm,” Orpheus replied, ignoring me.

Hellstrom chuckled. Her phone buzzed before she could say anything back and she picked it up. She smiled at the ID.

“Augustus Bocca,” she said with a smirk. That was the Primus of the Roman Concillium (the Italian version of a Conclave). “He has someone watching every Conclave feed in every country that has one. Word is already spreading.”

She answered the call. “Oggie, how are you?”

Oggie? Well, with a name like Augustus...

“Oh fine, a little shook up, but otherwise okay. You are? You do? You would be most welcome. When? Works for me. I look forward to it. Bye.”

She hung up. I lifted an eyebrow.

“Suddenly, my old friend would like to discuss... options. He isn’t quite as chirpy as he used to be about the First Shadow making his home in Rome.”

“Oh no,” I said levelly, making Orpheus laugh and screw up the work he was doing on my teeth. He glared at me as if it were my fault. Figures.

Hellstrom’s phone rang again. Her grin grew wider.

“Oh, this is going to be good,” she purred as she accepted the call and put her phone to her ear.

“Mister Cherro, it’s good to hear from you again,” she said.

And, just like that, things had turned around, at least a little.

A very little, actually, in terms of support, but certain Conclaves that had been swinging Rerek’s way stopped when they saw his true colours. The fact that he beat the crap out of me wasn’t really a thing; we could have skipped that part completely. No, what mattered to them was the fact that one of Rerek’s Wardens had held a gun to the head of a Conclave Primus; one who couldn’t defend herself.

Bad move.

It didn’t take people long (seconds in most cases) to wonder: if he was willing to do that once, how long it would it be before it happened again? And maybe to one of them, next time.

It was also a bad idea because the European Conclaves remained somewhat old-fashioned. They had certain ideas about the treatment of a lady, and what Rerek’s man had done was repugnant to them.

And me, too. I was just as old-fashioned in that way. Perhaps I was (and am) an anachronism in these modern times, but I’d been raised a gentleman, and that is not what gentlemen did (which was one of the main reasons Lexi got away with so much, but I digress).

It eventually turned out to be rather a big thing, actually, much bigger than I’d have thought. Especially in the ‘romantic’ countries; Italy, Spain, France. They really hadn’t liked that. Even the people who’d been openly speaking for Rerek had shut up when that footage became more widespread.

Demands for the recall of the Garrison’s volunteers dried up almost immediately, but very few sent any men back. Rome and Cadiz did send a half-dozen between them, but that was it. Many Conclaves were still trying to walk a very fine line, one that would allow them to claim they supported whoever came out the winner without openly committing to either side.

So they muttered, they hemmed and they hawed, but they stopped supporting Rerek, and they stopped hindering us. That was worth a few missing teeth.

Tethys woke me up two days later. Not her fault; you don’t generally expect a twenty-year-old to need a nap at eleven o’clock in the morning, much less at their desk.

She sniggered as I jolted upright.

“What?” I asked.

“Ink everywhere,” she said, gesturing at her face.

I blinked heavily before rubbing at my cheek, my fingers came away black. I’d fallen asleep on my fountain pen for what I wish I could say was the first time.

She laughed and went over to one of the cupboards, where there were wet-wipes. Between the dog’s slobber and my various experiments, there were little packets of those all over the house.

She pulled one and wiped my face.

“I think I made it worse. You look vaguely like a half-shaved Hitler, now.”

I smiled and cast a little Spell. I suppose I could have done that in the first place, but having a pretty lady do the job was far more pleasant.

The ink was pulled from my face and I dropped it onto a piece of blotting paper. I should probably have switched to disposable ink cartridges ages ago, but my father had always used the ones you refilled from a little pot of ink, so I did, too (exams and experimentation aside). I liked the old-fashioned feel of it, to be honest; made writing more deliberate, if that makes sense.

No? Well, it made sense to me.

“What brings you by?” I said with a stretch.

“I can’t just come visit?”

“Sure, but you’ve been busy lately.”

A frown crossed her features.

“You and I both know that’s not true.”

“Yes, but I was being discreet. Good grief, woman...”

She laughed and swatted my shoulder, making me smile wider.

“God, how are you still able to be funny? I’d be in pieces. I am in pieces.”

“Maybe, but those pieces are still very nice to look at,” I said, letting my eyes slide up and down. She was wearing a bright yellow sundress. It was a great look on her.

She shivered.

“You know, you do more with a look than any other man I’ve met?”

“Too creepy?”

“Just creepy enough,” she said with a smile before slipping into my lap.

She nuzzled my cheek (she was still under the effect of that Telepathic glamour, so she could do that without vomiting).

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“I understand.”

“That makes it worse, you arse! Yell, scream, be bitter!”

“Okay, I’ll give it a shot,” I cleared my throat. “Now look here you...”

“Oh, shut up, Graves.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She shook her head and squeezed me tighter.

“I am so damned sorry,” she said.

“Still understand,” I replied, squeezing her right back, “though would it have killed you to flash me every now and then?”

She squealed and started pinching me until I surrendered and she planted one on me.

God, that was a good kiss. I’d been getting rather frustrated for lack of them, now that I thought about it.

“I’m going to do better, I promise.”

“Outstanding,” I said lasciviously. Well, I tried for that; it may have come out somewhat differently going by the laughter.

“One-track mind.”

“Well can you blame me, bearing in mind the lovely caboose to be found on that track?”

“Wow, let the metaphor die, Matty, you tortured it enough.”

“Nope, I’m committed now. Plus it’s a rich area, trains, tunnels, steam, whistles, pressure, you get the idea.”

She shook her head and kissed me again.

“And now I’ll never be able to ride a train again without making a scene. I hope you’re happy.”

“Not yet, but if you take me with you, I might be.”

She snorted and folded herself in against me. I leant my desk chair back and she settled with a happy sigh.

I’d actually chosen that piece of furniture with this exact scenario in mind. Don’t tell anyone. People might start wondering about the sheer number of reclining chairs I owned and just what sort of pervert that made me.

“Lexi’s becoming a pain,” she said after a while.

“Oh, tell me about it!”

She giggled. “I suspect she’s a different pain for me.”

“You poor thing, you.”

“Hey, say the word and I’ll arrange a threesome that will knock your socks off.”

“Ew.”

“I can’t believe you just said that. About a three-way!”

“The idea of having my exposed bits anywhere near that woman makes said bits reascend.”

“So it’s not the group sex you object to?” she said throatily.

“I also don’t like that.”

“How would you know?”

“Fair enough. Maybe I’m still too young.”

“Normal people start up for everything. Were you born old?”

“Well, I did tell those kids to get off Blackhold’s lawn that time...”

“That would be funny if it weren’t true.”

“I was only protecting them from the guard dog.”

“The guard dog that runs away from ducks? That guard dog?”

“Ducks can be vicious!”

“Good grief, Matty... how did we get from talking about group-sex to discussing the psychology of ducks?!”

“I don’t know; you’d have to read it back to me.”

She laughed again and relaxed against me, which made me the happiest I’d been in days.

“Anyway, Lexi...” she said.

“Oh, yes, she was in there somewhere, wasn’t she?”

“Not great that we both forgot her. Moving on, she’s started talking about taking a holiday.”

“Because the last one went so well?”

“That’s what I said!” she said with a giggle. “Lexi did not appreciate it.”

“Philistine.”

“Right? No sense of humour. Great tongue, though, I mean, really great, she can get it all up into places-”

“Bah!” I complained, covering my ears. “I eat with her, Tethys!”

“Great choice of words, there, Love,” she replied with a truly dirty look on her face. It was just... fantastic.

I shook my head, but she just nibbled on my chin, and that was me done for objections.

“Anyway, I think she’s starting to go a little nuts over me,” she finished.

“How bad?”

“Not quite Fatal Attraction, but that’s what’ll happen if I ever stop having sex with her.”

“Make sure you break up in front of me or Orpheus, then. Preferably me, so I have an excuse to Hex her a little.”

She gave me a look.

“What? She got me hit by a Time Spell. They hurt!”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine, I’ll let you help.”

“Excellent,” I said in a sinister fashion, earning me a poke in the ribs.

“Why don’t you just get her a girlfriend? Isn’t that your go-to when you want to give someone the broom?” I asked.

“You think I haven’t tried? She keeps kicking them out of bed!”

“Get a bigger bed?”

“It’s already a super-king.”

“Get in more girls?”

“Tried that. She’s too smitten.”

“Have you considered becoming less attractive?”

“And how would I do that? Answer carefully.”

I chuckled.

“Only be less you, dearest...” I said with a smirk, earning me a swat.

She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure I can think of something. Men have been repelling women for centuries just by breathing; if you can do it, I can do it.”

She gave me a very pointed look.

“Mean. And probably sexist.”

“It’s not sexist if it’s true.”

I frowned. “That can’t be right...”

“Whatever you say,” she said, patting my head, “now go forth and hunt something for me, there’s a good male.”

“I’d say that my prey is already well within my grasp,” I replied in a whisper, running my hands up and down her back.

She actually blushed.

“Okay, I’ll admit, I walked into that one,” she said in a trembling voice. She was hot to the touch, her eyes wide and smiling.

“Mm hm,” I replied.

She leaned in once again.

“I’m going to do better, Matty.”

“You’re doing just fine. I really do understand.”

“Still.”

“I’m certainly not objecting to you trying to make it up to me, though.”

“Of course you aren’t, you dirty old man.”

“Hey!”

“Well, you are. In spirit, if nothing else.”

I muttered, but she had a point.

Besides, when the choices are to argue or let the wookie win and get your leg over, it wasn’t really a choice...




Chapter 44



Umaira moved a pawn.

“Are you sure about that one?” I asked carefully. She could be a bit touchy when playing chess.

She glared in reply.

I shifted in my seat; the garden benches could be a little hard on the buttocks after a while.

I moved my queen. “Checkmate.”

She blinked.

“Technically, that’s called a-“

“I know what it’s called, Mathew!” she snapped.

Fool’s Mate, for the record. Otherwise known as the two-move checkmate, or the fastest way to lose a game of Chess. A good sequence to know if you’re a bit of a git, like me. You should have seen Kron’s face when I pulled it off with her. She went so red...

“Again?” I offered.

“Shut up. And yes.”

I reset the board and refilled her teacup for her.

It had been two wonderful days since Tethys had... come back.

It made a difference.

A big difference.

I felt more energetic, happier, more optimistic...

“Are you absolutely sure about that?” I asked my opponent.

“Just move!”

I did, and pinned her queen.

“I hate this game.”

“Want to try Monopoly?”

“Nice try. I was warned about you and that horror of a game.”

“My reputation is greatly exaggerated.”

I took her queen and put her in check. She took my bishop.

“Is it, though? Check!”

“Absolutely. Checkmate.”

“What? How?!”

I tapped my rook.

“God damn it!”

“You’ve got to see the whole board.”

“Say that again, I dare you.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise, that makes it worse!”

“Sorry?”

She glared harder.

“How’d you get so good anyway?” she grumbled, resetting the pieces.

“Practice.”

“I’ve been playing for thirty years, I’ve had plenty of practice and I’m not this good.”

“Well, I’ve been playing for fifteen or so, so it’s not that bad.”

“You were playing when you were five?!”

“My father couldn’t win the kid board-games. He tried to salvage his dignity.”

She laughed. “Did it work?”

“The first few times, yes.”

She smiled. She had a rather radiant smile, actually. Lit up a room (or a garden).

“I probably owe my life to this game,” I commented. “It taught me a lot about thinking ahead.”

“Yes, and you’ve been so good at that lately,” Namia said, coming up from behind to drop onto the bench next to me.

“I do just fine,” I replied with a frown.

“Really? Please provide me with an example.”

“No.”

Namia snorted, Umaira rolled her eyes and reset the board.

The monster watched us play for a while. Eventually, we came to a break and Umaira went to use the facilities.

“So...” Namia began, but stopped.

“So?” I prodded.

She cleared her throat.

“So,” she continued, “you know that I’ve been playing with the Theodakris? The Godstone?”

I’d assumed. I’d hoped I was wrong, but I’d assumed.

“Who did you blow up?” I asked with a sigh.

“Ha, ha. Shut up.”

“Sorry. You were saying?”

“I made a breakthrough.”

“Lucky...”

She grinned for a moment, but then looked away, biting her lip.

“I think... I think I can help you. I think I can fix you.”

It took everything I had not to let hope overwhelm me; that would have led to an explosive disaster and there was no way I was going to be struck down by irony.

“What do you mean?” I asked, my voice trembling with the effort.

“The Stone is soul-stuff. Completely neutral creative power. I think I’ve come up with a way to... patch you, as it were. Enough that your Well should be able to fix itself naturally. Like putting a splint on a bone. You’d probably have to take it easy, Magic-wise, but you’d start healing and pretty damn quickly.”

“God, Namia... you... I can’t tell you how much this means. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, yet. There’s a catch.”

“Of course.”

“I’ve expended almost half the ‘Stone I have, so we’re going to need more. A lot more. More than we started with.”

“Here’s mine for a start,” I said, dropping mine on the bench between us (it hadn’t left the safe-keeping of my Void Ring since we’d stopped poking at it).

“Good. As for the rest... I have a way, but it’s not exactly safe, easy or even all that wise. It could get you quite killed.”

“I’m dead if I don’t.”

“True, but Mathew, this is so dangerous. I can’t overstate this point. If we do this even slightly wrong, you die. Screaming. If we do it really wrong, we both die. Screaming.”

“Tell me.”

“This actually came through Zion,” she said with a scowl, “and that’s another reason I really don’t like it.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s desperate. He’d never tell you, or that handsome operative you sent, but he is under serious pressure.”

“Snakes?”

She nodded. “They’re everywhere. A third of his council is in their pocket and that ratio is only going to shift further their way as time goes on.”

Not good. Demigods were dangerous. They had power, numbers and the ability to make considerable trouble for us if they openly supported Rerek and Yoruba.

“Damn,” I said.

“Quite. Anyway, one of the reasons the Snakes have so much influence is because they’ve taken control of what the Atarakans call the Manufacturer. The source of about a third of their rare materials.”

Namia shuddered.

“I take it we’re not talking about a simple craftsman?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“We’re talking about a Demigod. A very old, very powerful Demigod. One who was, once upon a time, a worshipper of things like Behemoth and Leviathan. A very successful worshiper. They taught him a few of their tricks. Gave him a measure of their power.”

I leaned back.

“I see why you think that would be dangerous.”

“No you don’t. We aren’t at the dangerous bit, yet.”

“Oh dear...”

“We need something like ten kilos of Theodakris, Mathew. We have about half that, in total. To get the rest, we’re going to need to offer the Manufacturer something of equal value.”

“Yes?”

“We’re going to have to offer him you.”

I blinked.

“Beg pardon?”

“It’s Soul Stuff, Mathew, how do you think he makes it?”

I got it.

“You mean that the Atarakans have been... feeding
him their own?”

She shook her head, her face twisting with rage.

I got that one, too. “Magicians,” I growled.

She nodded. “On account of our Wells, we’re the best source of the raw soul stuff that he turns first into Godstone, and then into whatever materials the Atarakans ask for. The stronger the Mage the greater the payment. If I’d known about this earlier, I’d have told the First Circle, damn the consequences, but I only found out when Zion told me this morning.”

“And how long did he know?”

“He says he only just found out yesterday. I actually believe him. He’s always been too... stick-up-the-arse for something like this.”

“Well, you know him better than I,” I replied evenly, though my fists were clenched in fury. “How would this work?”

“Zion has a friend on the inside with the Snakes, he provided him with a back-door of sorts. You can only get to the Manufacturer by means of a Portal system with Anchor Points on some of the older Atarakan estates. Zion has arranged for us to have access to one for several hours tomorrow. We go in with you bound by specially-designed Spelleaters, we offer you to the Manufacturer, we accept payment and then we double-cross him and neutralise him. We get what we need, Zion takes a big piece off the Snakes’ side of the board and we get rid of an existential threat to our people.”

“You weren’t kidding about how bad this could get if everything went wrong,” I said with a shiver.

I could get eaten.

“I hate this,” she confessed. “I truly loathe it. I don’t like the stakes, I don’t like the risks and I don’t like that we’re relying on Demigods to be helpful, but it’s the only thing I can think of that might actually win us this thing. We need something to match Rerek toe-to-toe and that’s you or nobody. This is all, or it’s nothing. There’s almost certainly no middle ground.”

I thought about it. For a while. Umaira came back, saw the expression on my face and backed away respectfully. I smiled at her in thanks and she nodded back before vanishing into the house.

“How certain are we that we can ‘neutralise’ the Manufacturer?”

“He’s a Demigod. He may be a big fish in his little pond, but we’re Magicians. We’re sharks. Even if you can’t take him with your gadgets, I can with my Shadows. Working together... we should be fine. But he is certainly dangerous.”

I nodded.

“Modified Spelleaters?” I asked.

“I have a set I used in similar circumstances. They’re Magically connected to a bit of glass that you break to disable the effect. That’s the part I’m worried about. If it’s a trap and it’s sprung before you can break the effect, or if something goes wrong...”

Oh, that sounded very dodgy, not to mention horribly risky. If Rose hadn’t told me I could trust her, alarm bells would have been going off in my head.

But, long shot or not, it was the only shot I had.

And anyway, Namia was right, together, I doubted that there was a single Demigod alive that could match us. Not if I brought all the Lancelots I had, anyway (which I would).

We just had to be alert and careful, which we certainly would be.

I had a chance.

A good one. For the first time in months, it felt like I had a future.

“Okay. Let’s bring in the others. I want to be ready for this.”

Namia grinned.

“What?”

“Think of the favour you’re going to owe me after this works.”

I shivered again.




Chapter 45



“Worst, and I do mean worst plan, ever,” Cassandra said after Namia went through it again.

“It’s not that bad,” I commented before nibbling on a teacake.

We were in my library: Cassandra, Tethys, Demise, Orpheus, myself and Namia.

“Mathew, it’s the Trojan Prisoner from Star Wars. And it didn’t even work there!”

“Yes, it did, everyone got out!”

“Except for the space-wizard, Mathew,” she pointed out unhelpfully. “And if anyone in this group most resembles a grumpy old hermit with Magic, it’s you.”

“Firstly, please stop misusing Star Wars; you’re ruining it for me. Secondly, that’s just mean, I am not a hermit and third... what’s your plan?”

“Shut up, that’s my plan.”

“So... no alternatives, then?”

She gave me a nasty look.

“No,” she agreed.

“Okay then. We have to think in the long-term,” I said. “Say everything goes wrong, we lose a damaged Magician. Not so bad a thing, when all of you are still around. You can finish the device and get the Archons out of the Lock. Even if I don’t make it, Namia will almost certainly get out with the stuff and will, no doubt, find a way to help.”

Namia waggled her hand back and forth, grinning. I rolled my eyes.

“That’s the bad. If we succeed, though...”

“We get you back,” Tethys whispered, her eyes glistening.

I nodded.

Demise scowled. “Very risky,” she commented. “Very. Too many unknowns.”

“But worth the attempt,” Orpheus added. “I’m sorry to be blunt, but there isn’t a very great deal to lose and so much to gain.”

“It’s alright, we rather expect you to be blunt- ow! Why is everyone in your family so punchy!”

“Just with you, Graves,” Orpheus said.

“And Cassie, honestly, Warden him or something, will you? You’re supposed to be preventing this sort of thing.” I said, gesturing at the smug Flesh Mage as I rubbed my arm.

She rolled her eyes.

“Are we sure this is the only way?” Demise asked. “There’s nothing to be said for an all-out assault on this ‘Manufacturer’?”

“With what forces?” Orpheus said. “We’re more or less out, especially when you take into account these Snakes, who are apparently everywhere. We got lucky enough with this one window. I doubt we’d get another free shot, especially if we had to tell people about it.”

Demise grunted, wrinkling her nose.

“Then we’re agreed?” I said.

They nodded.

“Okay. Orpheus, you and Lexi are with me and Namia. I want you to watch the Portal, make sure we have a secure retreat.”

I’d have preferred to have Clarke over Lexi, but I wanted a Battle Mage supplementing the Wardens watching the house. I was still concerned about someone taking a shot while I was away.

“Questions?”

None. Why did that worry me?

I don’t know why I fretted so much that night. This was far from the riskiest thing I’d ever done. Demigods weren’t that dangerous. Defiler-enhanced or not.

Something was bothering me; something that my subconscious had spotted but my active mind hadn’t, and it was driving me to distraction.

Cassandra, Demise and Tethys found me pacing in my library an hour past my new bed time.

“Couldn’t lay down, either?” Cassandra asked, flopping into my favourite seat, next to the fireplace, while Demise and Tethys landed on the sofa.

“Nope,” I said, sitting myself and picking up the warm milk I’d hoped would help sooth me. It hadn’t.

“You are such an old man,” Tethys said, nodding at my beverage.

“Well, joke’s on you, then. You picked me.”

She shook her head, but smiled.

“So, what’s keeping you up?” Cassandra asked.

“Too many unknowns, I guess,” I said. “Neither Namia nor Zion knew anything about the layout of the place we’re going to, if there was anyone in there aside from the Manufacturer, what he might be capable of... I don’t like going in blind and I don’t like surprises.”

“We could still call this off,” Cassandra pointed out.

“No, we should try. I trust Namia and she knows what she’s doing.”

“Now there’s a sentence,” Cassandra replied.

“Ain’t it, though? But she’s really come through for us. She provided materials we wouldn’t have gotten otherwise and she handed over a chunk of the rarest substance in existence. She could have started working for the Snakes, done immense damage and set herself up for life with the new regime, but instead she helped us. I didn’t see that coming.”

They nodded. Namia had impressed each of us. She’d even kept Lexi on side.

I owed her a very great deal, and I would find a way to repay her someday.

If she managed to save my life, anyway.

Demise yawned and scratched. “So, who’s up for a game?”

“Of what?” Cassandra asked, shooting me an evil look. She, too, was a sore loser.

“Monopoly,” Demise said with a grin.

“Hell, no,” Cassandra replied. “He cheats!”

“Hey! I do not!”

“True,” Demise said to Cassandra, making me frown, “but if we play for real money, his sense of fair play might prevent him stealing from us.”

“Seriously; hey!”

“Hm...” Cassandra said, rubbing her chin.

“I’m not playing for money,” I replied, “it creates bad blood.”

“Oho, a weakness,” Tethys whispered. “Afraid when there’s something on the line? Will that make the games-master timid?”

“No, it’ll make the games-master wealthy. And the rest of you very cross.”

“Get the board,” Cassandra growled at Demise.

“Damn right,” Demise replied, already moving to the cupboard.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” I said with a sigh as she set the slightly-worn box on the table. One of the corners was taped up on account of having been torn off when Kron threw it at my head.

“Shut up and roll, Graves!”

I shook my head and picked up a dice.

“Ha! A one!” Cassandra roared in triumph.

This was going to be a long game, but I smiled. I was with the people I loved, it was quiet, there was no trouble, no pain and the world with all its complications could be forgotten, if only for a while.

No better way to spend a night.

At a quarter to four the following afternoon, I was in my front hall, ready to go. Namia and Lexi were with me while we waited for Orpheus. Cassandra was fussing; tightening things that didn’t need tightening and adjusting articles of clothing that were just fine.

That was the fourth time she’d taken the end of my tie out of my shirt and tucked it back in between two buttons (to keep it from being yanked on by anything).

I let her. Sometimes she just had to mother someone to feel more in control.

Besides, it was rather reassuring.

Orpheus arrived with a scowl on his face.

“What?” I asked.

“I’ve just been contacted by a Maintenance Team. One of our sites’ Wards are degrading.”

“Degrading?” I asked.

“It happens. But this one seems to have accelerated a bit. I need to deal with it. Quickly.”

“I don’t suppose it can wait?”

He shook his head. “We don’t want this one breaking, Graves. Well, we don’t want any of them breaking, but this one’s containing something really quite nasty. The Team is short-staffed at the moment. I’m needed.”

Bugger. I’d wanted Orpheus at my back in case things went wrong.

“Go,” I said.

He nodded and hopped through a Portal.

Why did I feel relief at that? Strange. I shook my head.

“Who do you think? Rodger?” I said to Cassandra.

“As a guard? None better,” she replied.

She spoke into her radio and the man himself appeared a few minutes later. His suit bulged with armour and ‘concealed’ weapons.

“Are you sure you don’t want to see if you can fit a grenade launcher in your back pocket?” I asked dryly.

He grinned and reached into the small of his back, coming out with an honest to goodness, single-shot grenade launcher.

“Damn...” I said, staring at the thing, “that’s cool.”

“Nope,” Cassandra said as I started to drool a little.

“I didn’t say anything yet!”

“No guns for you. You have butter fingers.”

“Sure, I can handle the primordial forces of creation, but guns are where you draw the line?”

“Yep.”

“Probably for the best,” I conceded. I’d handled a gun once in my life and it had not gone well (priceless vase. I didn’t shoot it. The gun wasn’t even loaded; I just fumbled it that badly).

Namia tittered.

I explained to Rodger what we were about and what I wanted him to do. He understood perfectly; he even looked like he hoped for someone to try and take a shot.

“We all ready?” I asked, turning to my companions once I was done.

Lexi, Rodger and Namia nodded.

“Okay, be good,” I said, turning to Cassandra, who swatted my arm for my temerity.

“Hurry back. I still owe you a thrashing for cheating last night.”

“I warned you...”

“Shut up, Graves!”

I laughed and nodded to Lexi, who checked the piece of paper in her hand and conjured a Portal. It opened into a beautiful garden. The space was filled with a hundred varieties of exotic flower; dark, wooden trellises marked out pathways made of marble.

“Back in a minute,” I said before following Namia through.

My heart rate picked up. This was it... the comeback starts now!

Voice of the Divine Zion Trios was waiting for us behind a huge rose bush, coming out to greet us as soon as he heard the Portal. He was an impressive man, even among Demigods; tall and broad, with muscles on top of muscles. His face was blocky, but chiselled, like someone had slightly squashed a Roman Patrician. He looked to be in his late forties, with dark, greying hair and intense, green eyes.

“Good to see you, my friend,” he said to Namia, who smiled back prettily.

“And you, Zion,” she said, accepting a kiss to the back of her hand.

He nodded to her once more and turned to offer his hand to me. “My Lord Primal,” he said politely.

“Voice,” I said, bowing a little.

“I’m sorry you have to return to our island under such circumstances.”

“Me, too. Thank you for doing this for us.”

“Anything I can do, Graves. I don’t like the way the wind is blowing any more than you do. Besides, there’s hardly risk in guarding a door in an empty mansion.”

I chuckled and he turned, leading the way along a path and through a bright, red door. The interior was quite elegant: bright, white walls with landscapes on them, overly-polished wooden floors that tried to kill me by hurling me into the furnishings. Reminded me of my evil grandmother’s house.

“You alright there, Shadow?” Namia asked after I’d slipped for the fourth time.

“Fine,” I said with as much dignity as I could manage. Rodger looked like he was about to make a mess from trying to stop himself laughing.

“Sorry about that,” Zion said, hiding a smirk, “the Drakos family always was a bit too wed to spit and polish.”

“Not your fault,” I said... as I went flying again. Rodger caught me.

“If only you were some sort of Magician that could cast Spells to prevent this sort of thing,” Namia commented dryly.

“We’re planning to double-cross a vastly powerful Demigod, I’m conserving my Magic.”

“Well, at least you’re entertaining. Have you had any professional dance training?”

“Shut up, Namia.”

Zion snorted and stopped next to a blank stretch of wall before pulling his phone from his pocket. He fiddled a bit until he found what he was looking for.

“Left painting one click right,” he muttered, shifting a painting of a fish to the right until there was a definite click.

“Right painting up two clicks,” he continued, following the instruction.

“And turn the candle-holder anticlockwise one hundred and eighty degrees.”

“Does anyone else think it’s a bit silly that in the entire corridor there’s just the one candleholder?” Namia commented.

I looked up and down the passageway. She had a point.

“I’ll make a note,” Zion said dryly.

A section of the wall clunked, then slid back and to the left, revealing a slim set of stairs, leading down. Flickering lights came on, though that didn’t help much.

“Yes, this doesn’t have ‘five found dead in mansion’s basement’ headlines written all over it,” Namia commented.

“Thanks Namia, really something I wanted to hear before being chained up.”

“And gagged. Don’t forget gagged.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”

“Any time.”

Zion led the way down. Namia went straight in after him. I felt a sudden chill go up my spine, but followed anyway; Rodger and Lexi brought up the rear.

The steps wound down and down for ages. I fouled up the counting at around a hundred and fifty, and that was at only about half way. My knees were howling at me by the time we got to the bottom. Thank goodness we could Portal out, because that would have been a nightmare otherwise.

At the bottom of the stairs was a perfectly circular chamber held up by grey columns. I didn’t care to guess at its age, but it was old, hundreds of years, if not more. Across from the stairs was an arch set into the wall. The carving was crude, almost rough, but it shimmered with Space Magic; the Anchor Point.

“Okay, let’s get set up,” Namia said, reaching into her pocket for her Void Pouch. She pulled a set of manacles out and smirked at me. “Oh, how I’ve dreamed of this moment.”

“And they say I’m a pervert.”

“You are. Now turn around.”

That last said in a rather disturbingly throaty way.

I did as I was told and allowed her to slip the manacles on my wrists. My Magic was immediately dampened. God, I hated Spelleaters.

“Everyone know what we’re doing?” I asked one last time.

They all nodded and I took a breath.

“And now for this,” Namia said, coming around with a red ball attached to leather straps in her hand.

Rodger had to bite his lips.

“Try again,” I replied.

“Oh go on... I’ll charge you less.”

“Nope.”

She pouted, but put the ball gag back into her pouch. I could have been quite happy never discovering what one of those things was, or what it was for, but I’d walked in on Tethys applying one to Kandi once.

I used to be so innocent... ish.

She came out with a simple handkerchief with a knot in the middle.

“Better?”

“Not especially.”

“Don’t be a drama queen.”

I harrumphed and she tied the cloth around my face.

She giggled. It wasn’t reassuring.

“Now... how best to mess with you?”

I swore through my gag and Namia laughed.

“Oh, fine. Business before pleasure,” she said with a sigh, before turning towards Zion. “Ready.”

He turned to the archway and placed a crude, iron key into a slot I hadn’t noticed before.

He turned it and there was a hum as the Spells in the stone powered up. It rose to a whine before the Portal opened, revealing another passageway, this one considerably wider, the width of a motorway. There were columns either side, wide as I was tall, stretching into the darkness above, these ones much better made. What light there was came from Enchanted braziers, casting the space in a sinister, red glow.

I felt another shiver go up my back, but forced myself to step forward. Namia put her hand on my arm as she would a prisoner, Lexi taking my other side once we were through.

I nodded to Rodger and Zion, who returned the gesture and took up positions on the other side of the Portal.

We set off. The passageway stretched on for about a hundred metres, all of it in that red-clad semi-darkness. Eventually, we came to another circular chamber, this one more ornate, with a dozen openings leading away from it. Most had a unique shield carved into the stone above them; a family crest? Perhaps indicating which house it led to?

One of the passages, to our right, was much larger, a huge archway, chased in gold and precious stones. It was covered in scenes of ancient battles, where men and monsters fought for supremacy.

Unlike other such pieces I’d seen, though, the monsters were being portrayed as the heroes. Don’t ask me how the artist made great amorphous blobs of tentacles and teeth look heroic, but they managed, making the men look sinister and cruel to boot.

Namia grimaced, but didn’t pause, leading me to that archway. I looked over my shoulder and examined the crest above the passage we’d come down, just in case. A boat and a trident. I didn’t anticipate a situation where I’d need to know that, but I was done taking chances in my life.

The grand arch led to an even larger passage, this one darker, the braziers further apart. Dark corridors spit off from the main passageway, but we went nowhere near them, simply following the main route. After what felt like ages, I started to see a glow, this one white, if dim.

“I think we’re nearly there,” Namia whispered.

“Yay,” I tried to say through my gag.

She smiled as we arrived at a truly immense, cylindrical chamber. It stretched up two hundred metres, with countless floors filled with arches, galleries and balconies. The light was coming from the very top, where seven beams of energy coalesced in the centre of the roof before shooting down into an immense pit in front of us.

Thirteen massive, segmented columns went about half way up the wall before bending downwards and vanishing into the pit. They were of a strange, but somehow familiar shape. I would have sworn I’d seen something like them before somewhere, but damned if I could remember. They were midnight-black, which was odd because the rest of the chamber’s stone was a light grey, nearly white.

Just beyond the arch leading back the way we’d come was a circle, made of some silvery substance, carved into the floor. Namia dragged me into it and kicked me in the back of the knees so that I fell, grunting as I hit the stone.

“Stay there,” Namia said, her voice harsh for her audience, I assumed. “Hold him,” she said to Lexi, who nodded and obeyed, perhaps a little too enthusiastically.

Namia strode to a pedestal next to the pit, only a step away from the circle. She nodded to Lexi, who stepped away from me, then pressed something on the pedestal. A crystal began to glow. There was a hum, and the circle flared to life before surrounding me in a golden dome.

A pretty powerful cage of some sort, if I was any judge.

This part had not been mentioned earlier, but I trusted Namia. She knew what she was doing.

After a moment where nothing seemed to happen, the room started to tremble. There were terrible squelching-crunching sounds and the columns I’d seen earlier started to move.

It took me a moment of some truly stupid staring to figure out that what I was seeing weren’t columns at all.

They were legs.

And then I remembered where I’d seen their shape before.

Behemoth.

I started shouting, trying to get Namia to let me go, to run, to something. But when I looked at her, expecting to see shock and fear, but all I saw was glee.

She’d known.

My heart started to pound and I looked to Lexi.

She was looking right at me, a cold, hateful look on her face.

She’d known too.

I looked back at Namia, hoping desperately that I was wrong, that panic and fear had me misreading the situation.

That hope died when I looked in her eyes.

Gone was the Namia I’d been getting to know. Gone was the camaraderie, the wit, the bantering girl next door. The friend.

Here was only the goddess; the ancient terror of mankind living in a human body.

She smiled, and it felt like my blood froze in horror.




Chapter 46



It was an effort to force myself to calm down. This had to be an act. She wanted my fear to be authentic, to fool the creature. That must have been it.

I could trust her. An Angel had told me so and Angels didn’t lie.

Everything was fine.

Right?

The legs continued to flex, unfolding and stretching up further and further into the chamber, pulling a great, bulbous mass of black flesh up and out of the chasm. It was lumpy and ugly, reminding me of a rotting aubergine, covered in orifices and tentacles. The top was a horrific fusion of chitin and tissue, where the thirteen hard legs met the fleshy lump.

It paused there, huge and horrific, then a slit in the side facing us opened and I wanted to scream.

A human torso and head slipped from a slime-filled hole. Some of the monster’s many tentacles were buried in the man’s head, chest and spine.

The eyes slid open. They were white and dead; the blood oozing from its nose and mouth black and stagnant, but the flesh wasn’t rotting.

I suddenly got a very good idea of what happened to the poor souls this thing ate.

“Welcome back, old friend,” the monster’s human head said, the jaw moving up and down like a puppet’s; only vaguely in time to the words. The voice was like a thousand people screaming in agony trying to make language, and it was quite possibly the worst thing I’d ever heard.

And that was before the actual meaning penetrated my fear-addled brain.

Old friend?

Well, there was one way to test whether or not I was being double-crossed. I could break the little crystal Namia had given me, the one that controlled the manacles. But if I did that, and she was on the level, then I might ruin the plan...

Everything inside me was screaming that I’d been had, that I was about to get screwed so hard that I’d never recover, but I had faith, in Namia and in words of Rose, the Angel. I held my nerve.

The monster’s human puppet came over, the tentacles oozing fluids that stank horribly as it circled me, sniffing theatrically.

“Beautiful,” it screamed, somehow in a whisper, “such flavour, such pain, such power! How ever did you acquire such a thing?”

Namia (oh, please let it still be Namia) chuckled darkly. “The easiest way,” she said turning to meet my eyes, “I asked him to let me chain him up.”

My heart rate was now dangerously high.

“Perfect, just perfect,” the creature whispered. “More than worth the price we negotiated.”

Another hole opened in the creature’s side and another tentacle came forth, this one wrapped around a piece of Godstone the size of my torso.

“All you asked for, plus a little extra for such an exceptional offering.”

“You are too kind,” Namia said with a smile and a bow.

She pulled her pouch out again and opened a Portal under the crystal. The tentacle uncoiled and the stone fell through the aperture, into the pouch’s Void.

“I would have a word with him before I leave, would you mind postponing your pleasure for one brief moment?”

“Will it hurt?”

“Certainly,” Namia said.

“Excellent. Improves the flavour...”

I shuddered. Here it was, the moment. I slipped the crystal into my palm as she knelt in front of me.

She smiled. It was... sad. Not triumphant, not anticipatory, not determined.

Sad.

I wanted to swear.

Naturally, I couldn’t.

“If you haven’t already figured it out, I’m not actually here to help you, Shadow,” she said.

Oh God...

“This was never personal; I want you to know that. I might have enjoyed it a bit, but I did my best not to be cruel.”

I crushed the crystal.

Nothing happened. The manacles stayed quite intact.

I started to panic.

“I needed Theodakris, I needed certain people out of the way, and I needed you as payment. I did what I had to do. No more, no less, and if it’s any comfort, I’ll try to make sure your people aren’t harmed in what’s to come.”

My garbled words weren’t exactly coherent, but I think she got the gist.

She chuckled.

I turned to Lexi. Maybe...

She was smiling. There was no sadness there.

“Lexi, dear, why don’t you start back to the Portal, I’ll catch up.”

“Mistress,” Lexi replied with a short bow. She smirked at me one more time, took a look at the monster and then just left me there.

“If it’s any consolation, she is so dead,” Namia whispered once the traitor was out of sight and earshot. She knelt next to me. “I have plans for her. I think you’d actually enjoy them, bearing in mind what she just did to you. What an idiot, can you believe that she actually thinks I’m going to use the Stone to free the Archons?”

She giggled cruelly.

Hate was starting to boil in my chest. Enough that I had to work to stop it causing my Magic to flare, which would be bad. I wasn’t entirely dead, yet. I had a card or two left to play.

I activated my Repulsor.

The little device in the middle of my amulet powered up and energy was flung into the Spelleater field... where it only neutralised some of it.

My eyes went wide.

“Lexi talks,” Ankiala said gently as she saw my attempt fail. “I prepared for this very carefully, Graves. Every variable was accounted for. This is it; this is where your story ends.”

Oh we would bloody see about that!

She looked up at the creature.

“I wish I could say that Proteus was going to make it quick, but he’s not,” she said. “He’s going to draw it out, make it hurt for as long as he can, until all your hope is gone and you submit to his feeding. Only then will he let you die. You don’t deserve that, but that’s what you’re going to get, I’m afraid. I can’t have you interfering from here on out.”

Not only was I going to interfere, I was going to arrange such horrors for this... thing that thought she could destroy my world.

Don’t think that ‘needed certain people out of the way’ comment had been lost on me. I’d put money on her having something to do with the Archons’ current predicament.

And now that I was thinking about it... Namia Sutton had been a protégé of Kron’s. If anyone could have had access to information about Maintenance Teams and Behemoth, it was her.

Oh, God, the planning, the patience... the skill. She’d made me look like a fool and made it look easy.

But I wasn’t done, not yet.

I had one more desperate trick, one last throw of the dice, a theory that I’d never had the time or real inclination to test. It might not work. It probably wouldn’t work.

But it was all I had.

Slowly, carefully, I prepared my Spells.

“Goodbye, Mathew,” she said. “Try not to feel too bad... while you still can. You never really had a chance.”

She smiled one more time and stood.

“See you again soon, my friend,” she said to Proteus.

“I look forward to it.”

She blew me a kiss and left me with the monster.

The dead eyes turned to me. Other holes opened in the creature and tentacles slid forward.

“Don’t be afraid,” the horror crooned. “It won’t be so bad. You’ll even grow to love it, crave it, after a time.”

Couldn’t let it touch me. I smelt something dodgy; poisonous.

I wasn’t quite ready, but I couldn’t wait either.

One of the tendrils was approaching the pedestal that controlled the energy cage while yet more were moving to surround it, surround me.

I cast.

Three quarters of the energy in my Amulet surged into my Repulsor, its effect focussed down to the area around my wrists.

The Repulsor burned out almost immediately, the delicate Spellwork and Enchantments overloaded, charring my chest and making me scream into my gag... but the Spell worked. Just for a second, less even, but it worked.

All but a fraction of what was left in my Amulet darted out and into two tiny Spells. They were just enough to remove the atomic bonds in the latches keeping my Manacles shut.

They fell away and I darted to my feet.

The last trickle of my Magic went into my Void Ring and, as I got to my feet, it was with my Battle Staff in one hand and a Lancelot in the other.

“Love this, you ugly piece of shit,” I snarled.

It would have sounded better without the gag.

I triggered my Lancelot.

The cage disintegrated, the human torso exploded, tentacles burned... but the vast majority of the weapon’s power hit the monster right where I was aiming (not that I can take all the credit; my target was bloody huge).

Pure energy slashed into the spot where the beast’s legs connected to its bulbous mass, atomising just enough that what remained wasn’t enough to support that much weight.

Proteus screamed in pain as the majority of his bulk fell into his pit.

Not one to take any chances, I yanked one of my old Mordreds from my Void ring and tossed it down the hole as well. Then, after dropping my disintegrating weapon, I ripped the gag out of my mouth so I could swear again, then ran like the bloody wind.

If Behemoth had taught me anything, it was that these things didn’t go down easily. I didn’t know how deep that hole was, I didn’t know how much damage I’d really done with my Lancelot and I didn’t know if falling damage was even a thing for such creatures.

So I ran. I’d come back with a bigger bomb later.

I used the energy in my Staff to flex my gravity before using a bit of semi-solidified air to propel me along.

I wasn’t very far away when the Mordred went off, but the hole was apparently deep enough that I could barely hear it. Proteus’s screams got louder, though.

On the one hand: yay, it was in pain; on the other: damn, it was still alive.

I increased my speed.

I was soon back in that central chamber, at which point the whole complex began to shake. The screams that had been following me, but getting dimmer, changed, growing louder again... and considerably angrier.

I dithered for a moment. Which passage was it? Was it to the left? The family crest was a boat and a... sword? No that wasn’t right. Trident!

I started moving again.

Damn, but the traitors had been moving at a fair clip. I couldn’t see them; they must have started running almost as soon as they’d gotten out of sight.

Finally, I had enough Magic to spare for Mage Sight.

There they were.

And they were almost out, damn it!

I put some Magic into enhancing my voice.

“Rodger, Zion!” I boomed, the sound loud enough to shake dust from nearby crevices. Namia and Lexi both turned, startled looks crossing their features. Lexi looked like she might pass out on the spot, but Namia all but threw her forward again.

Rodger appeared at the aperture, gun in hand.

“Ross and Sutton turned on us! Don’t let them close the Portal!”

That was enough for him. He raised his gun; no hesitation.

And none from Zion, either, who came up behind my Warden and simply broke his neck.

“NO!” I screamed, an awful, ugly sound full of rage and horror. For a critical moment, I froze, utterly shocked, as Rodger’s body fell limply to the ground, his eyes still open and staring.

It was only a second or two, but it was enough for Ankiala and Ross to get moving and open their lead.

Enough for them to get through the Portal while I was still seconds away. I hurled fire, Ankiala deflected it with a plane of Will.

Zion turned the key.

The Portal began to get smaller very quickly.

“I’ll get out of here!” I roared, glaring at the trio with more hate than I’d ever felt in my life. “I’ll find each and every one of you!”

Ankiala scoffed, Zion smirked. Ross passed out.

And then the Portal was gone.

Leaving me alone, deep underground, with an insanely powerful monster.




Chapter 47



Well... really, it served me right.

And if it had just been me to pay the price, I could have lived with that.

But they’d just killed one of mine.

I thought I knew what anger was. I’d thought I’d known what it was to hate.

I was wrong.

Rodger was as good a man as you could hope to meet. His every breath, thought and action revolved around duty and honour.

And those animals had murdered him.

If for no other reason, I would survive so that I could make them pay for that.

With God-damned interest.

Of course, in order to do that, I was going to have to get out of that damned dungeon, first.

First, try the simple things. Portal? Nope, I couldn’t get any Space Magic out of the place. Some sort of Jammer. I couldn’t even get a point of reference to tell me where I was.

Tunnelling Magic? I put my hand on the wall and extended my senses into the stone.

I couldn’t get it in more than an inch or so. Some sort of Magic was binding the atoms of the walls together, I wasn’t getting out that way, either.

What about the Portal Jammer, then? Could I disable it? I increased the sensitivity of my Magical senses. I could feel a source of power in the general direction of the central chamber. That could be it; there was some Space Magic in there.

But there was no way I was getting to it without going through the monster.

Okay, then, what about the Archway?

The rumbling intensified. The sound of an angry, god-like horror was getting closer.

I cast a series of Illusions and energy sinks that should hopefully make finding me more tricky. I wasn’t as comprehensive as I could have been; I was desperately trying to conserve my Magic.

Back to the Arch. At its core was a piece of Entanglement Magic; this was the practice of linking two or more like-things together, with a Portal in this case. It wasn’t so much a matter of tunnelling through another dimension as causing two things to resonate in such a way that the apertures temporarily occupied the same space. Very clever, very tricky.

And not, technically, Space Magic.

I could get out this way.

The floor shook again, this time accompanied by a terrible roar.

I was running out of time.

I reached into the Archway. I cursed (quietly) when I tried to activate it and found that the energy was draining away long before it could get to the entangled Magic.

Why? Well, the key, of course. That must act as part of the system when in place. Plus, the damned Portal wasn’t designed to be opened from my side.

Could I get past that somehow?

Yes. But not with the amount of Magic I had in my Amulet. And it would also require a rather complex series of Spells to dig into the Constructs in the Archway, create bridges to bypass the sections kept in the key and finally power the thing, because the energy source was in the mansion.

That meant filling and emptying my Amulet... twelve times or so, and into a horrendously complicated Spell that I would have to create from scratch.

That was, conservatively, three to four hours of work.

I heard a rustling sound and turned around.

Tentacles.

Lots of them.

They slid across the floor slowly, softly. I saw disturbingly human eyes staring out, pupils dark and wide, drinking in the light while holes sucked in air, sniffing for my scent?

I froze, holding very still and minimising my breathing.

Ever so gently, I made my Magical Signature as small as possible, even minimising the amount of energy going into my Illusions.

Was there a chance that it thought I’d escaped?

The tentacles started to glow, slithering towards me.

Nope.

I set them on fire and started running after the ugly lengths of flesh as they retreated. I flexed my gravity again so I could move as quickly as possible.

As much as I hated the idea, the only way I was going to get out of that complex was through Proteus.

I needed to find a way to destroy the monster... and to do that I had to prevent it from regenerating.

With just what I had on me.

Yup, I was probably going to die.

The tentacles whipped back into the central chamber, where a large lump of otherworldly meat was lying on the ground, stretching back towards the pit. More coils of flesh stretched out from that central mass, reaching down each of the passageways. It must have been searching for me. Hundreds of tentacles were retreating towards the centre, now that it knew where to concentrate its efforts.

A sensible person might have had a rethink, but I didn’t have the time. I conjured a wall of plasma ahead of me and kept running.

Proteus attacked, hurling thousands of its slimy limbs at me. I left them charred and burning, but he didn’t stop, sending more. Each strike took a little of my precious energy away from me as I struggled to maintain the wall.

My progress slowed, blocked by sheer mass, until the plasma wall was barely moving at a crawl. There was no getting to the pit chamber like that, so I turned it away and to the right, to one of the corridors Proteus had just withdrawn its tentacles from. It was also a dead end, but it appeared as if I had no choice.

My plasma wall expanded into a sphere and went shooting away. Hundreds of tentacles followed; more bringing up the rear to block the passage. It was only a matter of time before the limbs caught up, smashed at my defence enough to cause the plasma to fail, and then they would get through...

Which was why I was nowhere near it.

I was actually stuck to the roof, just a few metres from the mouth of my own passage, safely behind a Six-Fold Null Illusion. I could have touched another person and they wouldn’t have noticed. I doubted it would work against Proteus’ more esoteric powers, but it couldn’t physically see, smell or hear me, or even taste my particles on the air. My Magical Signature was also perfectly concealed; my very emissions powering parts of the Illusion.

It was a Magic hog, but it was also the best option I had in the moment.

I would have liked to wait a bit longer before moving— for more of its mass to be on its wild goose chase—but didn’t dare. I had seconds before the Plasma Barrier was worn down, and I didn’t intend to waste them.

This was the terrifying part, slipping through the air above the mass of flesh, doing my best not alert the mind behind it.

I moved slowly; carefully.

It wasn’t long, though, before Proteus figured out that it’d been had.

It went berserk. The tentacles thrashed, the mass in the hub-chamber started undulating, shooting tendrils off in every direction, trying to find me. It was too late, I was already behind it.

I drifted down the passage leading to the pit chamber, keeping my speed low.

God, how much of this thing was there? The flesh just kept going and going, a long pseudopod of black, lumpy meat. It went all the way back to the edge of the pit and disappeared into it.

The stream of light coming from the ceiling was considerably brighter now. It illuminated the room and let me get a better idea of the damage I’d done. The enormous legs had fallen over and crushed much of the delicate stonework on their way down, but strands of flesh had already extended from Proteus’s central mass to reconnect to its missing parts. It would be whole again before too long. I needed to be well out of sight before then.

I was about to pick a level at random, somewhere about a third of the way from the top. I was even almost there, but then I felt something.

I heard something.

But not through my ears; not a sound as I understood the word. In my core, at the very heart of me, something tugged me onwards, upwards, towards those beams of light and the soft glow that came from the apex of the chamber.

I frowned, turning my Mage Sight on those beams while I drank in their ambient energy, trying to get a feel for what I was looking at, and why they were calling to me so strongly.

What I saw shouldn’t have been possible.

It was soul stuff. Pure creation, seven streams of it, coming from something and flowing into Proteus. But what I’d already seen over those few seconds should have been far more than seven people could produce. Even seven Magicians.

God, how many people were up there?! Was it like some sort of battery farm? One drained soul chained into another and then another?

And had my attacking Proteus forced him to increase the amount of energy he was draining from those people? As I’ve said, the streams were noticeably brighter; how many had my actions just killed?

My haste almost made me do something foolish, but I forced myself to remain calm, to take my time, not to do anything that could attract the attention of the horror. I would do no good if I were dead.

I slipped past my chosen floor and reached the top, following one of the strands into a gallery. It stretched around the perimeter of the floor, the pit-facing wall made up of close-packed, arched windows that stretched up ten feet and ended at waist height.

I followed the strand of energy through one of the windows and to a rectangular box, open at the front.

There was a person within; a woman, apparently asleep—her eyes were closed and she was still. Her wrists, ankles, waist and neck were surrounded by a nimbus of dark energy, like shackles made of light. She was tall and statuesque; perfectly, radiantly beautiful, as if every possible blemish and imperfection had been removed from her features. Her hair was white, even her eyebrows, but her features were young, not much older than mine. She wore armour that was battered and torn, revealing wounds that looked fresh and ugly, but without blood.

There were no bars on the box, but all I could think was that this was a cage. Seeing her like that... it made my blood boil. Wounding her, harming her... the very idea felt akin to seeing the Sistine Chapel smeared with faeces.

It felt like sacrilege, if that makes sense.

I have to say, it didn’t make much sense to me; that was for sure. I had no idea why I felt so strongly, beyond even what someone as old-fashioned as I would feel at seeing a woman mistreated.

But then I saw what she was lying against. Then I got it.

At first, I thought it was just a backing of feathers. Some were mangled, some were bent at strange angles, like she was pressed against a massive bird.

Yes... definitely wings.

Wings as white as her hair...

If you already figured it out, good for you. For me, it was utterly inconceivable. Completely impossible.

Because there was no way, no way, that someone could imprison an Angel.

Not even a Black Archon, at the very height of their power, could do that.

Angels were the enforcers of Heaven, the swift hammer of the Divine, itself.

I’m not talking about piddling little human-made divinity here, gods with the small ‘g’, I’m talking about the Big Man himself. He who turned on the lights in the Universe.

Nobody messes with His stuff and gets away with it.

That’s what Archangels were for and, believe me, nobody and nothing survives a direct kicking from one of those, not even something like me at my peak.

And yet, here was an Angel, imprisoned, and, unless I was horribly mistaken, there were six more just like her, feeding a cosmic horror.

For the first time, perhaps in my entire life, I felt like my survival was no longer the priority.

She had to be freed. And if there were others, they had to be freed, too.

I felt that like it was burned into my mind. I had to fix this.

Even with what it was likely to cost.
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Whoa! Wait a minute... no, no. No way I’m going into this situation with that thought in my head. That’s how I would die, and save nobody.

No, I had to dig deep into my inner core of selfishness, where my cunning and my guile lived and thrived. I had to be smart about this.

Last stands were for the unprepared and the heroic. I was neither. I was a pragmatist and a sneaky bastard. I’m the guy who makes fun of the hero for the purpose of luring him into a snake-pit. That guy lives, sneaking off with the hero’s girlfriend while said hero is busy trying to find an emergency snake-bite clinic... where there are even more snakes waiting for him.

I was going to be that guy, just as I’d always been. I was not going to succumb to bravado on the one day when it mattered the most to be clever.

So, what did I have, what did I need and how did I bridge the gap?

Well, first I needed to find out just what the scope of my task was. I knew precious little, and that needed to change if I were to fix the problem.

I started walking around the gallery and yes, six more Angels, damn it; four males, three females, all with slightly different coloured plumage and hair, ranging from white to dark grey. Some were more mangled than others. Some were badly cut or crushed; some were missing limbs, or even wings. They’d been in one hell of a fight, and then never been allowed to heal.

This explained a few things, actually. Like how a creature that relied on the Godstone for a food source had so much to spare for Namia. And why Proteus would be willing to part with that much. It had an unlimited source of the stuff. All the monster wanted now was variety. It had its meat and potatoes, its three square meals, what it wanted was different tastes. Sweets and cakes, if you’ll allow me to extend the awful metaphor.

That meant that I had to free the Angels before dealing with Proteus, or my opponent would just keep drawing on them, repairing anything I could do to it. This made things considerably more tricky.

If I was lucky, and I do mean lucky (which, let’s face it, was not my thing lately) I might be able to free two of the Angles before Proteus realised what I was doing.

Far more likely, the old monster would notice after the first, and then we were in for an adventure.

So, I needed a plan; a way to keep the abomination off me while I freed the prisoners, and then a way to destroy the thing once it was down to its own reserves.

Simple...

Complicating this was that I didn’t know how much time I had to plan and prepare. Proteus seemed to be getting agitated down there. The extended length of flesh was twitching and thrashing as it probed and sought for me. How long would it be before it started looking elsewhere?

Either way, time to get moving.

I went back to the first cage. I modified my Mage Sight and started analysing the strands of Magic that made up the bindings.

I sucked in a breath.

Very complicated.

Overlapping, multiple redundancy, various binding components for each part of the Angel’s mind, body and spirit. She couldn’t so much as dream. If I had to guess, the idea was for her to be rendered as completely inert as possible so that there was no chance of her exerting her will against her binding.

And there might lie the key.

If Proteus (or whoever was responsible) had gone to all this trouble to keep her in a coma, then the solution might be as simple as waking her up. If nothing else, if she could exert herself against her bindings, she might even be able to help me free her. She was the metaphysical equivalent of a nuclear reactor, after all. It might just be a matter of booting up the control room.

Alright, that was the plan.

I took a peek over the side. Proteus had finished reattaching five of its legs and it had started to extend tendrils into the lower levels of the pit chamber. It was annoying how adaptable these things were. Colossal monsters weren’t supposed to be smart.

Ha, like I was one to talk about intelligence. Just look at what my foolishness had wrought. That thought made me pause. If I could be so wrong about Namia, and apparently Lexi, too, could my judgement be trusted? Could I trust myself to know what was best in this situation?

I shook my head. I couldn’t let myself succumb to doubt, not now. I could fall to pieces later, when eight lives weren’t on the line.

I started preparing.

First, I was going to need a way of blocking Proteus. The best way to do that was a Fortress Shield. I knew it could get through my defences eventually—it was a Defiler—but it would take some time; minutes at least.

But a proper Fortress Shield required more power than my Amulet could hold, so I had to start forming the matrix, hold it until the Amulet refilled, then continue. Irritating, fiddly work requiring a lot of concentration.

I also had to be careful in case that much energy leaked out of my Illusions and alerted the wretched monster.

It took about fifteen dangerous minutes, during which Proteus spread his tendrils into ever more levels, getting closer and closer. He finished reattaching two more legs, enough that he could support his own bulk again and stand up.

Finally, I was ready, and went back to the first Angel’s cage.

I prayed for luck. I figured that if ever there was a time that such prayers might be answered...

I reached into her mind.

I was not ready for that.

As you might imagine, an Angel’s brain was not the same as a human’s, much less the mind within. I did my best, and I do mean my best to stay away from her long-term memory, swerving away from anything even like that. Hell was one thing; that was terrible. But human beings couldn’t know Heaven without going at least slightly dotty.

I mostly succeeded, managing to evade anything too bright, but I had more and more trouble as I stimulated her mind from its quiescent state. I was helped by her psyche still being focussed on her final memory, of a battle; a bad one, and I couldn’t help but relive parts of it.

It was... horrible.

I saw a city burning, the architecture ancient and Greco-Roman. I heard the screams of thousands as they were devoured by an army of horrific monsters. These were Defilers, like Behemoth and Proteus, I knew them on sight, but they were much smaller and mostly crammed into a humanoid shape. Two arms, two legs, a head, but with eyes everywhere; tentacles, chitin and bladed limbs sprouting from their flesh. They tore into helpless crowds of fleeing people, dragging them down, draining them of their souls and leaving them as empty husks...

It was one of the worst things I’d ever seen.

But then the Angels were there, dropping from the sky to cleave through the creatures like a scythe through wheat, slaughtering them in droves and allowing the people to escape.

They were winning handily.

And then Proteus arrived, slipping through a hole in reality. The Angel’s tiny glimpse of what laid beyond that hole was almost enough to drive me mad. I saw things in there... things I can‘t even really describe for fear of giving them agency in my own mind. I was going to purge that memory when I was done. I couldn’t bear the thought of them.

The Angels charged the newly arrived monstrosity as the rip in reality snapped shut.

I wasn’t sure what happened next, but energy flared; something dark and ugly. I eventually recognised it: the Black. The Angel was slowed; weakened.

Bound.

Her eyes found the ones who’d been responsible.

Not monsters, not horrors.

Men. Demigods and Magicians.

Her sense of betrayal was all too familiar to me.

Proteus opened its various mouths and other holes, and another horde of human-sized abominations came spilling out. These ones were different; no two were alike in shape. Some had wings, and they lunged into the air, hurling themselves at the Angels.

Her strength dimmed ever further as the power surrounding her intensified. The first of her brethren fell to the Earth, where he was swarmed, beaten and clawed to within an inch of his life.

She ordered the others to run, to flee, but they wouldn’t leave their fallen brother; or her.

One by one, they fell to fang, claw and overwhelming numbers, until only she was left. She tried to attack the humans binding her, but she didn’t even get close, as Proteus had blocked the way.

She struck at the alien horror, carving great trenches into its flesh, even carving off a leg... but it was no good.

It caught her with a terrible swipe that broke her wings and sent her crashing to the ground. She was still fast, still terrible, her sword taking a dreadful toll on the abominations.

It wasn’t enough. There were thousands of them and only one of her.

The wounds piled up. She healed many of them, but her energy was still dimming, leeched away by the very people she was sworn to protect. The only ones who could have done this to her.

Her last memory before the centuries of darkness was screaming her defiance out into the world.

Enjoy that? a harsh voice growled into my mind, the sending pregnant with hatred and violence.

I started. She was awake.

She didn’t know English, just to clarify, it was a communication of pure thought, beyond anything as crude as actual words. That was just the gist.

Not in the slightest, I thought back.

I felt her, then, her presence, her will. She was in my mind faster than I could articulate the concept. It was painful, harsh, like she wanted me to hurt; I almost lost control of my Fortress Shield construct.

She quickly got to my memories, which was why I hadn’t been fighting her; I wanted her to see who I was and what I was doing as soon as possible. Her sending immediately softened, becoming far more gentle.

Oh, she sent. This time it was in English. Sorry. And thank you.

You’re very welcome.

I can help.

Thank goodness!

Her mental voice chortled.

I think I can keep enough of an energy stream up so that the Abomination doesn’t notice I’m free. Without the bindings, I should be able to do that and regenerate, if slowly.

That would be very helpful!

Another mental laugh. It was a beautiful sound that seemed to fill me from my toes to my crown, giving me the strength to continue on forever.

Sorry if I hurt you.

I saw what happened. I wouldn’t have trusted me either.

The act of one should never be used to judge the whole.

Well, if you must be reasonable about the whole thing...

Have to be. Angel.

I laughed softly and kept up a steady stream of mental energy while I started picking at her bindings.

Neck first. It binds my mind.

Right, sorry.

You really should apologise less. You’re doing your best.

I couldn’t help it. That scene from ‘The Rock’ flitted through my head; the one where Sean Connery expresses his opinion of people doing their best. Oh, there were so many concepts in that one sentence I didn’t want an Angel seeing in my head...

What’s a prom queen? she asked.

Tell you later, I replied, blushing terribly as I went deeper into the binding. I stopped.

What?

There is an alarm component, I replied, frowning at the thing.

How bad?

I’d have to rely on my Fortress Shield.

Oh.

I examined the binding carefully, grimacing.

I can make this work, I sent, can you move at all?

Not really.

Then this will take a bit longer, I’m afraid.

Instead of removing the binding, which would alert the creature, I slowly enlarged it, bringing it away from her skin.

Her mind lit up like a new sun.

Easy! Human brain!

Sorry! Are you alright?

Why does my mouth taste purple?

You’re fine.

I went back to work. Only now, she could help me, directing me to weak spots and pushing against them with me.

With that help, combined with a better knowledge of what I was doing, making the other bindings larger was child’s play. We freed her chest, her arms, then her legs, getting faster all the time.

Finally, I was finished. I extended my Illusion around her as she slipped from her cage... and promptly fell over. I was just able to catch her in time.

The beam of energy feeding Proteus flickered for a moment, but remained, which had worried me.

Demigod strength let me hold her up, but there was a lot of armour and my knees quickly started to buckle.

“I just need a moment,” she said with her real voice. It was a lovely thing; musical. Her accent was perfect, by the way, like she’d spoken English her whole life.

“Okay.”

Finally, she stood. She was my height, her eyes a startling blue.

“Thank you,” she said as the bones in her wings crunched back into shape, making my eye twitch a little.

“It was my very great pleasure,” I said honestly.

She bowed her head and I led the way to the next Angel.

“It would be best if I did the Telepathy,” she said as we approached him. “Barazel would likely tear your mind apart if you approached him without introduction.”

“Then be my guest.”

She snorted and went to work while I started on his bindings.

He was a big fellow. Like if you gave Heracles wings (and yes, that is the correct name. Hercules is the Romanised version of the original Greek). He was wider at the shoulder than two of me, heavily muscled. His armour was heavier in style than the first Angel’s had been, more like a walking (or flying, I suppose) tank. His wings were grey, matching his hair.

By the time I’d enlarged the binding on his neck, he was awake and glaring at me with eyes so dark they were almost black.

“Stop that. He’s saving your life,” the first Angel said.

“As you say,” he rumbled, still glaring.

She flicked his nose and he started, turning a surprised look on her.

“He didn’t betray us. Nobody he knows betrayed us, nobody alive on this Earth betrayed us. Restore your perspective.”

He grunted, but he stopped glaring.

“As you command.”

She rolled her eyes and they both helped me enlarge his bindings enough for Barazel to escape. He stepped from his cage. His energy stream remained constant, not even a flicker like the first escapee, and he needed no help staying on his feet.

As soon as he was clear of the cage’s energy, though, something strange happened, every feather, every strand of hair, even his eyes, they turned a deep black, which scared the crap out of me. The only angels I knew to have black feathers were Fallen. The ones that lived in Hell.

I froze.

The woman turned to me, a quizzical look on her face as she looked back to her comrade.

She smiled.

“Wow, you are in a mood, aren’t you?” she said to me.

“Huh?”
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“Firstly, not Fallen,” she explained quickly, seeing my growing fear. “But we are... different. Our colouring simply reflects the state of humanity. You’re the only human we can feel right now, so we reflect you.”

She waved at Barazel.

“He represents the balance between Wrath and Prudence within the human soul. At the moment, you are leaning rather heavily towards Wrath. Can’t imagine why,” she said, the last dryly. She’d been in my memories, after all.

“And you?” I asked. Her plumage had remained almost pure white.

“Pride and Courage. Though you can call me Anha.”

“Nice to meet you, but I think your feathers may be broken.”

She laughed, shaking her head.

“The fact that you actually believe that rather disproves your point. Now come on, we don’t have all day,” she said, turning around and heading to the next cage.

“That’s my line,” I muttered, following quickly so that she wouldn’t get out of Illusion range.

By the time I was done freeing another, Anha was completely healed and had enough available energy to free an Angel on her own. She gave me Barazel to help introduce me to the others and started on the next one in line.

It was tricky to maintain an expanded Illusion, the prepared Fortress Shield and free Angles all at the same time, but somehow I managed. I had no alternative, after all.

The Angels weren’t happy to see me. I couldn’t blame them for that. Magicians had brought them to this place; this use. They didn’t speak to me, communing only with each other, mind-to-mind.

Eventually, after what felt like hours, the last of the Angles stepped from her cage, though she had to be helped, missing a foot as she was.

They were soon huddled together, holding hands or one another. I stood only close enough to maintain my Illusion, giving them as much privacy as I could manage.

It was then, though, that I noticed something strange. I couldn’t feel Proteus moving anymore. Nothing. Mage Sight showed that he was just sitting there, down at the bottom of the chamber, sprawled across the stone. His tentacles weren’t even twitching.

That was odd.

He hadn’t even reattached any more legs.

I decided to have a look with my actual eyes, maybe I’d see an explanation.

I almost screamed.

It turned out that Mage Sight was not as infallible as I’d thought, that was for damned sure!

The horror had crept two thirds of the way up the damned wall!

Its body was surrounded by some sort of energy, something foreign, something slick that made me want to ignore it and anything under it. A shimmering image of the creature as it had been the last time I’d seen it move was projected into the air and chamber. That was what I’d Seen.

Not good.

A great wave of tentacles covered the inner surfaces of the cavern, but the vast majority of his otherworldly mass was creeping up on the exact spot where the Angels were huddled.

I cast my Fortress Shield.

The perfect sphere expanded until it was thirty metres across, jutting out into the chamber. Some of Proteus was hurled away from the wall, but he was soon reattached and charging for my Construct.

The Angels came to my side, gasping as they looked down. The energy streams immediately vanished.

“Right!” Anha growled. “Time for a little repayment.”

“Commander... we can’t,” said one whose name I didn’t know. He was more lithe than muscular, tall and graceful like a dancer. His wings were a lighter grey. “We can’t win here. Not now. We’ll just be recaptured.”

“Then what do you suggest, Brother? That we simply leave the monster unpunished? Free to go about its poison?!” Barazel snarled.

“We are unarmed, we have a fraction of our power and we are still recovering. The bindings haven’t even completely faded, yet!” That was said by a different one; a heartbreaker of a man, all chiselled features and piercing eyes. I was pleased to note white feathers, though I didn’t know what aspects he represented.

Anha’s eyes darted to me. She looked conflicted.

Oh...

Figures than an Angel would be reluctant to leave me to a fate they could escape.

I went over to her.

“You’re in charge, I take it?”

She nodded.

“You give the orders?”

Another nod.

“Then it’s time to go. I presume that you can, or there wouldn’t be a discussion?”

She looked away.

The other Angels stopped talking, almost as one. Surprise flashed across many of their faces.

“Our connection to the City is restored,” she said gently, “so yes, we can leave. But we aren’t going to.”

“Yes you are. I’ll be fine.”

“You forget, I’ve seen into your mind, Magician.”

“Then you know I’ve got a shot.”

She shook her head.

“Look, I really don’t have time for this,” I said. “If you stay, the creature will almost certainly recapture you, granting it regeneration at a time when I really need it to be killable. Your presence also forces me to split my defence, which will cause it to fail. You’ll be recaptured, I’ll be taken and then thereafter consumed. If you go, you’re free and I have a chance.”

“I know you’re just saying that. I know you don’t want us to go.”

“Of course I don’t want you to. What man in their right mind would want to face something like Proteus alone? I’m saying that I need you to go. Apart from anything else, if the worst happens, I won’t have died for bloody nothing.”

She closed her eyes. Tears fell.

Not good for my morale, by the way.

I winced as Proteus started digging at my Shield. He’d covered every exposed segment and was starting to conjure his otherworldly energies. My defence would begin to buckle before too long.

Anha took my hand.

“We will be waiting at the Gates for you,” she said softly. “We will bring you forth with honour.”

I felt a lump in my throat and repressed it in that good, old-fashioned way that all Britons do when they’re scared out of their damned minds.

“Don’t wait around, I’ll be a while,” I replied with as much confidence as I could fake.

She actually sobbed.

Again terrible for the morale.

She let me go and went to stand with the others. Each nodded to me in turn before they linked hands... and vanished.

The attack on my shield paused.

And then Proteus roared in absolute, horrible fury.

I smiled.

Anything I could do to make the monster that mad just had to be a good thing.

Right. So, part one of the plan went far better than I could have hoped.

I hadn’t planned on Angelic assistance going forward. I’d assumed that their rules would have prevented them from lifting a finger, and it was nice to see that they’d actually been willing (and able) to pitch in.

Still, it was better that they’d escaped. The last thing I needed was the guilt over Angels getting recaptured just to save my arse.

Anyway, on to part two. I started creating a new Spell, feeding it more Magic as it became available. I could have reinforced the Shield, but that would have been a waste. It couldn’t last forever and winning would require my going on the attack, not hoping for a monster to get bored of whacking at a ball of energy.

Now, when dealing with a colossal monster, or any generally un-killable thing, really, your best bet was to go for the brain. The problem was, I didn’t think that things like Proteus had any one organ of that sort. Certainly there didn’t seem to be any centralised intelligence. It was all spread out.

So, no headshots, I’d have to do this the hard way, destroying it piece by piece, eradicating mass kilogram by kilogram.

Which would take time and effort. Effort, I could provide. It was time I was concerned about. I would have to attack, hard and nasty, and keep it on the back foot, not letting it recover, but there was only so much destructive power I could leverage with my current stocks of Magic.

Simply, I didn’t know if I had enough, not against an entity that was, by my estimation, about twenty percent larger than Behemoth had been in terms of pure mass.

I fingered my Suppression Cuff. That was an option, if everything went to hell...

But I’d really rather avoid that, what with the death that would likely come along with it.

Well, maybe it wouldn’t come to that.

I pulled a Lancelot from by Void Ring and made my way to a convenient arch. I adjusted my Mage Sight until I could get some impression of Proteus’ energy, which left me mostly blind, in fact, but at least I could see where the bulk of its mass was.

Right underneath me. Wonderful.

The legs were splayed (and all reattached, annoyingly), acting as a base for the monster rather than a hanger. The connection was thicker, too and stronger, the flesh harder and more densely packed. It had learned its lesson, apparently.

Well, a lesson.

I had more to teach it.

I aimed my weapon and fired.

Hundreds of tentacles were vaporised, vast swathes of flesh were burned to dust and two of its legs were cleaved off at the base... again.

Proteus howled, but not in pain, in rage. It adjusted its stance, even changing the way its legs were attached to the main body. That was irritating. It could probably stay upright as long as there were three legs left, it would just keep shifting them around.

Still, I’d bought myself a little breathing room.

I continued shovelling power and additional constructs into my Spell while I dropped a Mordred towards the writhing mass of flesh.

I misjudged the timer, though; it bounced off the monster and was a solid chunk of the way into the pit when it went off.

The blast severed two legs, but way down. A poor use of the item.

I adjusted my growing Spell, adding yet more complexity and power. I was only doing so when my Amulet was full, and then only using half of it, in case of a calamity, which was somewhat inevitable.

Almost on cue, Proteus rearranged himself, with a dozen thicker tendrils shooting into the air. Their tips were aimed at me, mouths full of eerily-human teeth opened.

I felt the otherworldly energy gather an instant before it was hurled at me. I had just enough time to swear and start sprinting for the back edge of the Fortress Shield. I knew what was going to happen next, and I was ready for it.

You see, a Fortress Shield isn’t just a sphere in shape, but also in action. The barrier it created went through matter, literally cutting the interior off from the outside world, though holding it perfectly in place.

However, when the Shield failed or ended, Sir Isaac Newton would soon come along to claim his due. In this case, in the form of about four or five thousand tons of stonework that would suddenly cease to be attached to much of anything at all.

Proteus’ green-tinged energy slammed into my barrier... which actually held for a while, much to my immense surprise. Seconds passed: ten, twenty, more. I was actually starting to feel a little pleased with myself... when it finally burst.

The Entity’s attack carried on into the ceiling, smashing away yet more chunks of stone, quite large pieces, too, but nothing compared to what fell next. I stepped off the slipping edge almost casually, raising a new set of shields in time to watch all that stone slide away... and drop right onto the eldritch horror trying to slither its way up the wall.

It actually tried to dodge.

But the monster was too big and the chunk of cavern was way too big... it was hilarious.

Oh, all that additional weight on those spindly legs...

Proteus was slammed into the lip of his pit before being dragged downwards.

I dropped another Mordred after him, which further complicated his attempts to right himself.

I went back to work on my Spell, dropping my rapidly-dwindling supply of Magical bombs on anything that looked vaguely squirmy.

There! The abomination had started to regenerate. It was glowing, energy was flowing, it was getting smaller!

Have another Lancelot...

I split it in two, sending three legs and a solid chunk of torso spinning away.

That created an interesting effect. The severed chunk was also trying to regenerate, but it wasn’t being guided by the central intelligence. It started warping and mutating until it began to move on its own... at which point it attacked Proteus.

The original, and much larger, monster instantly lashed out with tentacle, leg and energy beam, soon overwhelming the fledgling horror and absorbing the pieces, but that had cost it, and not a small amount, either!

Oh, that was lovely.

Disgusting. But lovely.

I gave it another Mordred, then a blast of plasma from my Staff. By the time it was done regenerating, it was down by a third of its mass.

A good start.

But now it was seriously ticked off with me.

It all but leapt off the bottom of the pit, which the flickering lights revealed to be lined with human bones. Countless thousands of them. Some still meaty.

The column of flesh came right at me, uncoiling into ten massive tentacles that sprouted more and more, like a squid coming for a goldfish.

It was time. I cast my Spell.
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As you might imagine, a place like that wasn’t short of Spirits. Terror, fear, hatred, even joy. Hell, even I’d left a Spiritual impression.

And so had Proteus.

He’d been there for a very long time. He’d gone through the whole gamut of emotions over the years, leaving impression after impression in the Spirit Realm.

I’d picked the meanest, nastiest, hungriest of them, given it power, and brought it forth.

It took work. A lot of work. That Spirit was as complicated and monstrous as the thing that birthed it, and almost incomprehensible aside from its emotions.

It took every ounce of my developing Ectomancy skills to bind it, command it and get it moving in the right direction.

But, I hear you say, what use would an emotional attack be against an alien intelligence? Surely that would be a bad bet?

And you’d be quite right. So too would it have been largely useless as a ripper. No Spirit I could summon at that time was powerful enough to get through Proteus’ otherworldly hide. That required Power.

That didn’t stop me from making it dangerous, though. You see, the vast majority of the work I’d done was all about giving that Spirit just that little extra oomph.

An infusion, you might say.

Of Entropic Energy.

Of Death, itself.

Spirits were one of the few things you could do that to and not have them collapse. Well, if you did it right. It was very tricky to create a Death Spirit that was in any way useful.

Once again, Master Usbryd saved my life.

I’d been poring over those books he’d left me every chance I got, seeking an advantage, a trick, something that would level the playing field, and I found one.

I hadn’t had the chance to practice it that much—I just had so much on my plate—and then only with a tiny, little Spirit.

Truth be told, I gave it a forty percent chance of blowing up in my face.

Only it didn’t; it worked!

A horrible mass of squirming, hateful Spirit-monster emerged from the Realm and dropped onto its progenitor, surrounded by a dreadful, deathly nimbus.

Everything it touched rotted. Not very much, the energy didn’t get in very deep, but the Spirit was huge, bigger than Proteus after the regeneration. And it was very angry.

It tore into its living twin, slashing and biting feebly at the flesh; not doing much physical damage, but spreading Entropy everywhere, causing rot to cover everything in sight.

It was all a fantastic... distraction.

Even that wouldn’t be enough to polish off Proteus, and it wouldn’t work twice. Already, the Entity was opening more mouths and blasting pieces of the Spirit away. It was huge, so it would take a bit of time and effort, but the result was foregone.

I started casting. I threw Gravity Spells that yanked parts of the monster down, but left the Spirit unaffected (no mass, no effect from gravity). Tentacles were pulled out of the way, sending their attacks off in the wrong direction, legs were shattered, chunks of flesh were pulled off...

Even so, the Spirit was torn to pieces.

But most of Proteus’ skin and many of its appendages were rotten or mangled by the time it was.

He started to glow again.

Regeneration number two!

Plasma, lightning and coherent light rained down on the creature along with my very last Mordred. I sent Chaos and kinetics at it. I drained my Staff down to nothing to cleave off another two legs, which went the same way as that first separated chunk, attacking their original owner.

When the creature finally stepped back into the attack, it was half the size it had started at!

Not a bad bit of work, I think you’ll agree.

But still not enough.

I was down to three Lancelots and my own power. There was just too much monster and not enough me.

Again, I fingered my Cuff.

I swallowed and pulled out another Lancelot.

I blasted two of the massive tentacles away, along with a leg, but as it wasn’t regenerating, it could simply reattach the pieces. It was getting closer.

It seemed to sense that I was running low, and it picked up its pace squelching up the wall, stretching towards me like a spider would after a fly.

My last two Lancelots were enough to throw it off the wall and back into its pit, and even into a third regeneration, which, again, I interfered with, but then I was out of big guns, and it was still coming.

Damn it.

I yanked my Suppression Cuff off my wrist and started making alterations.

Using the collapse of a Void as a weapon had all been theoretical until now. I hadn’t had a chance to prototype, much less test what would happen when I tried to bend the laws of physics this hard, but I was out of alternatives.

Making the Construct do what I wanted was not easy. I had to jam in an energy matrix and reinforce it ridiculously. Thankfully, I doubted that anyone but me, or maybe Hopkins, could have messed with a Void like that. The Spellwork required incredible finesse and an instinctual understanding of energy that was very hard to come by. That was a good thing. If this was something easy to do...

I shuddered and made ready to throw it.

Then I paused. Wait... ten thousand litres of water weighs ten thousand kilograms. E=mc2, convert that into kilotons...

I squealed.

In horror.

My plan had been to exploit what happened when a Void pocket’s anchor was destroyed. Mater-energy conversion, or, to put it simply, BOOM.

Only I hadn’t quite thought that one through. Like I’ve said, there were ten thousand litres of water were in there. If I converted that all into energy...

I won’t take you through the calculations, but, simply, several orders of magnitude more than the energy released if you detonated every nuclear weapon ever made by man... at the same time.

So, a slight adjustment was required.

And also a complete rethink. Letting off the equivalent of even a small nuclear bomb underground? Not a great plan. Depending on how deep we were, I could crack a tectonic plate, certainly kill thousands, if not millions of people.

And, incidentally, me.

Oh, that was a close one...

Desperation makes stupid, that was for sure.

I had a think, though a quick one (probably not smart bearing in mind what I was handling), and I decided to try and collapse the pocket slowly; a little at a time. That should keep the energy release somewhat manageable and also more concentrated.

Even so, I dumped out almost all of the water, freezing it into a lump as it came out so that it would hurt more when it hit Proteus.

I started fiddling with the cuff again, and it didn’t take me long to realise that my plan wouldn’t work. There was no such thing as a slow dimensional collapse. It was an either-or type situation. What I could do, though, was collapse the pocket and then control the rate at which the energy was released.

Which may seem somewhat similar, but believe me, it was not. It was the difference between blowing a hole in a damn and using the gate. If I screwed it up, the whole thing would collapse and then death. And probably not for Proteus.

And let’s not forget what the Cuff was for in the first place, a task that it would no longer be able to perform. That had already resulted in a considerable increase in my body temperature and the formation of a tiny blood clot in my left leg.

So, what with one thing and another, when I finally triggered my alterations, it was with a pretty solid belief that I was about to die.

But I was also pretty sure that that I’d at least take the monster with me.

I finished destroying the Enchantments, and the Cuff disintegrated, replaced by a rip in space-time... which was facing the wrong way. Pure, white energy vomited out, destroying the gallery across from me and melting tons of stone before I could get it pointed the right way.

Which was not easy, by the way. Space Magic was not my thing, and after that day, I was never messing with it again!

It was almost impossible to keep the Void from splitting open completely and releasing all that energy at once, it forced me to use every last scrap of power, concentration and mental agility that I possessed, and I still managed to waste so much energy.

It flared out everywhere, blasting apart masonry, tearing great chunks out of the rock face, even pulling down parts of the ceiling. So much energy was released that the only thing keeping me from cooking from simple heat was my shields.

But most of the power went where it was supposed to.

Most of it burned Proteus.

The creature screamed in pain and eventually terror as it was eaten away by pure energy, the force of the attack searing it in a great, seemingly-unending wave.

I held my aim with every scrap of me, following the monster so that it couldn’t escape, vaporising any tendrils that tried to escape through a passage. I shoved it back into its pit, the charred remains of its burned-off legs following it in, collapsing on top of the burnt and mangled flesh.

The last of the energy finally petered out, and suddenly, there was silence.

Did it work?

Did I win?

I almost screamed in frustration when I saw the familiar glow of regeneration energy from the bottom of the pit.

I jumped, flexing my gravity while I went, ready to give my last to finish off the creature.

I needn’t have bothered.

Proteus was six inches across, now.

It tried to scuttle away into the heaps of burning bones when it saw me, but I didn’t let it.

I picked it up with my Will.

The tiny monster tried to lash out with its energy, but it wasn’t even powerful enough to dent my Will, much less break it.

As slowly as I could, I compressed the sphere of energy I held him in.

For every Magician it had slaughtered, for every life it had snuffed out... I made it hurt as much as I could.

Crunch, crunch, squelch.

It regenerated again and again...

And again.

Finally, when I sensed nothing remaining of a complex mind (when it was about an inch across), I burned it to a crisp. Then I burned the crisp.

Then I released the atomic bonds on the ashes, just to be safe.

Then I fell over and started crying.

Don’t tell Cassandra.
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I was there for a while.

I’d had a day, and I was very low on energy, besides.

And I had to deal with my Magic Poisoning before it killed me, which wasted more time and energy. Then there was filtering the smoke out of the air so I could breathe, keeping the heat away so I didn’t bake...

After a fiddly bit of work, I cast a version of the Spell I’d put on the Cuff, but it was hard to maintain, which was why I’d made the damn thing in the first place.

Eventually, I flew out of the pit. The heat had dissipated a little, but it was still horribly warm in there, so I had to keep my shields up, which, again, a waste.

With all the additional issues, I wasn’t out of that cave for another five
hours. It took that long to bypass the lock on the Archway Portal while maintaining shields, air filters, atomic stabilisation...

It was a nightmare.

But I got out.

Against all odds, against all sense... I’d lived.

And now that survival wasn’t the primary issue anymore, I was pissed.

I gave serious thought to burning down the house above that basement as well as just about everything else I could find, but I was just rational enough not to start a war just yet.

I had to get home; warn people.

Tell them about Rodger.

I shuddered, clenching my fist around my staff until it creaked.

Zion would pay. Lexi would pay.

Namia would pay.

But not yet.

Things to do.

I Conjured a Portal and went home.

It was just after eleven at night when I arrived.

Lacy and Gretta were on duty when I emerged. The former looked like she was going to faint at the sight of me.

“Oh thank God!” she gasped before squelching her radio and coming forward. “We feared the worst!”

Gretta just stood there, inscrutable as ever.

“Me, too,” I said with a sigh, rubbing my eyes. “Any sign of Ross or Sutton?”

“No... weren’t they with you?”

“Complicated question.”

That was something, at least. I’d been worried that Ross would be back; for Tethys if nothing else, but it seemed that they’d stayed away. I could think of any number of reasons, but there was no point in speculating. That they hadn’t been back was enough for the moment.

Cassandra came barrelling in seconds later, quickly followed by Tethys. They mobbed me, and it was very hard not to break down again as I accepted the hugs.

“Where the hell have you been?!” Cassandra snapped once she was done making sure that I was, indeed, alive and well.

I smiled sadly.

“Come with me,” I replied.

I led them to my library and called for Demise and Orpheus.

Then I started telling them the story.

“What?” Tethys gasped.

I’d just got to the bit with Ross failing to help me.

“Are you sure?” she whispered.

I nodded.

Tethys’ lip trembled, but then her eyes hardened.

“Mathew, promise me something?” she said.

“Anything.”

“No mercy for her. Understand me? Sutton is a monster and an animal, but she is what she is. Lexi... she’s a traitor. She pays.”

Not what I was expecting, I have to say. I was expecting more in the way of blame and anger at me. God, I loved that woman...

“Of course,” I said.

She squeezed my hand.

“Thought you were in trouble, didn’t you?” she asked with a small smile.

I chuckled. “Well, you don’t like it when I short you a girlfriend.”

“What happened next?” Cassandra asked, getting me back on track.

I resumed the telling.

“No...” Cassandra said when I told her about Rodger.

“I’m sorry, Cassie. That’s my fault. I brought him-”

“Stop that, Mathew, we both know better,” she said tiredly. “They planned it too well. I can’t be the only one to think that Orpheus being called away at the last moment was a coincidence?”

I nodded. I’d been thinking along those lines myself.

“They planned on neutralising a Warden and they made sure that they wouldn’t have to deal with a Sorcerer,” she continued. “The only one at fault here is Sutton.”

“And Zion,” I growled.

“And Zion,” Cassandra agreed.

“When we’re done here, I intend to head to Atarakis to recover... what we can,” I said.

“I’ll come,” Orpheus said gruffly.

“Thanks.”

“And when I’m better, I’ll be going back,” Cassandra added, her eyes becoming dangerous.

“I’ll help,” I said.

“Me too,” Demise whispered in a voice full of hate.

A piece of advice: never, and I do mean never give a Death Sorceress a reason to sound like that with regards to something you’ve done. It will not end well for you.

We sat there for a while after that, just digesting the information. Cassandra took my other hand.

“What happened next?” Orpheus asked after a while, breaking us all out of our dark thoughts.

I carried on. There was a lot to get through.

Orpheus dropped his cup of tea when I got to the part about the Angels.

He apologised profusely and started Casting the stain out of the carpet while gabbling away.

“Are you sure they said that they reflected humanity? Is that exactly what they said?!” he managed after a while of incoherency.

I thought back and repeated what Anha had told me as accurately as I could.

Orpheus lost the ability to speak for a bit.

“This isn’t going to be good news, is it?” I said with a sigh.

“On the contrary,” he said in a voice full of reverence. “You freed, for want of a better term, our Guardian Angels. Humanity’s Angels.”

“Huh?” Tethys managed.

“They’re an old legend,” Orpheus said as he poured himself a new cup with a shaky hand. “They are supposed to be the only Angels allowed to intervene directly in human lives. Each represents a vice and its opposite virtue, the balance between them that exists in humanity as a whole. They are a big deal; they supposedly protected us from existential threats and tried to guide us to balance.

“But they’ve been gone so long that even those of us who know about Angels thought they were myths!”

Damn...

“Look at that, Matty, you managed to do something with absolutely no negative consequences for a change!” Demise said with a smirk.

We all turned an evil eye on her for that.

“Are you out of your mind?” I squeaked. “Why would you go and jinx it like that?!”

“Damn, Dee, why?” Cassandra almost wailed.

“Oh shut up. Drama Queens,” Demised replied, shaking her head... but she still knocked on wood when she thought nobody was watching.

We continued to glare for a bit, but Tethys dragged me back to the story.

Took a while. They wanted details.

“-and then I spent five hours fiddling with an archway,” I finished.

Quite a few open mouths.

“Wait... you won?!” Cassandra asked.

“Yes. Handily, and with very little crying afterwards or during.”

“Damn...” Demise said, looking me over again.

“Eyes front, you. I don’t want him bruised by your kinky nonsense,” Tethys said, cuddling up to me protectively and making everyone laugh. Something we all desperately needed.

“This from you?” Demise replied.

“I can’t believe it. You beat an actual Defiler. On your own!” Cassandra said. She turned to Orpheus. “I taught him everything he knows.”

“Sure you did,” Orpheus replied with a smirk. “Grandmother is going to be so jealous.”

“Isn’t she, though?” I said.

Kron hated being left out of the really big monster hunts. She’d be absolutely livid that she missed two.

I was already planning on how I’d rub that in...

I winced.

If I lived. If I got her out...

I shook my head.

Mustn’t let myself despair. Things hadn’t really changed in the grand scheme. We were still on track, only now we didn’t have a spy or a traitor in our ranks.

“So, what’s next?” Cassandra asked.

“Next, we alert our allies about Ross and Sutton so that they can’t infiltrate anyone. Then we get some sleep, have a word with the Voice of the Divine, then go right back to finding materials for the Device.”

“And you?” Tethys asked.

“We keep looking for that, too,” I said before kissing her cheek. “I know that this looks bleak, but we are actually better off now than we were this morning. Sure, Namia got her crystal-”

“And yours,” Cassandra pointed out.

“And mine, sure. But I wasn’t able to use that anyway. And now she’s played her hand. She got what she wanted, but she also gave us something we desperately needed: security and a clear board. I’d imagine that our efforts to secure materials are going to go much faster now.”

“We can only hope,” Orpheus said. “They could hardly go slower.”

I chuffed out a breath, but couldn’t disagree with him. We still had a long way to go.
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I wanted to sleep, but, yet again, there were things to do. The first, and least pleasant, was telling the other Wardens about Rodger, which was horrible. He was a popular man, well liked. Thankfully, if you want to call it that, he didn’t have any family to grieve for him; just us.

After that, I went to my lab, where I had the skeleton of a Lancelot on a stand. I wanted that finished before I went to bed.

I had some trouble maintaining the Spell that was keeping my Magic from killing me while I was asleep. Worse, it made my rest somewhat fitful as a certain amount of my brain had to remain active. Still, I was at least somewhat rested when morning came, and it was time to go have a word with Zion.

Tethys’ people had hacked his schedule for us, and he was in a full meeting of Atarakis’ High Council. Worked for me.

Due to someone, who definitely wasn’t me, knocking down their Council Chamber with a small tornado, they’d been forced to relocate to a complex of administrative buildings on the east side of their island.

It was actually quite picturesque. There was a large, central building that looked like an Ancient Greek temple; gleaming white and covered with frescoes and intricate sculptures. It was surrounded by smaller buildings in the same style, and no less ornate. The complex was built in the middle of a large expanse of carefully maintained parkland; all green grass and lush shrubbery that must have cost a fortune to water in the climate.

It was quiet when we arrived, stepping through a Portal Orpheus had conjured.

I would have liked to have more people with me, but with Clarke the only other heavy-hitter available, I dared not bring anyone else and risk leaving the house uncovered.

We appeared in an entrance hall. The floors were marble, checked in black and white; wide windows near the top let in sunlight, making the room bright and inviting.

I cast Mage Sight, which took me a minute. Everything was harder with that damned Maintenance Spell up and running. The next thing on my agenda was recreating my Suppression Cuff. This wouldn’t do.

I scanned our surroundings and found what I was looking for. I started walking, my eyes narrowed.

Orpheus followed. I caught him watching me as I looked around for threats. He was frowning.

“What?” I asked.

“You’re not doing well.”

“I’m fine.”

“That Spell is using considerable amounts of power, Graves; and unless I miss my mark, the amount required is increasing as time goes on.”

“I know.”

“You do?”

“Of course I do.”

“That isn’t a good sign.”

“No, really?”

He snorted as we turned a corner and came into sight of the double doors leading into the temporary Council Chamber.

They weren’t quite as big or impressive as the previous doors had been, but they showed considerably less in the way of murdered Magicians, which made it a definite improvement.

There were guards. Demigods. They wore black; and silver.

Snakes.

I cast a pair of Sleep Spells and they dropped like so much manure.

“Demigods,” Orpheus said contemptuously.

“Don’t underestimate them. They’ve already killed one of us.”

“I won’t,” he growled.

I used my Will to tear the doors off the wall and hurl them into the room, carefully missing the guards just inside.

The Council of Atarakis jumped to their feet, some in panic, most in anger.

They were gathered around a wide, circular, wooden table in the centre of yet another marble-lined room (you’d think they hadn’t heard of carpeting).

The guards rushed us and Orpheus dropped them before I could. He’d stilled the conscious parts of their brains with Flesh Magic, causing them to collapse like puppets with their strings cut. I had to remember that one...

Zion chuckled as we approached; like he wasn’t in the presence of two very angry Magicians.

This did nothing good for my temper.

Like his guards—and most of his Council, now that I was looking for these things—the Demigod leader was openly wearing an Ouroboros. His was large and ornate, with precious stones on the eyes and spine.

“You lived!” he said with a laugh.

“My Warden. The one you murdered. Where is he?” I asked, ignoring his greeting.

His smile widened, becoming a sneer, and he shoved what I’d mistaken for a rather ugly coffee cup forwards.

I’d only seen it from the back.

“Where is the rest,” I whispered as I picked up Rodger’s hollowed-out skull.

My hand was shaking from my growing rage.

“The pigs, I believe; was it the pigs, Ashland?”

“Yes, my Voice, I do believe it was,” said a cadaverously thin man with an obnoxiously decorated snake on his lapel. He smirked.

My staff was up and pointing at Zion’s head almost on its own. The tip glowed an ugly red.

He just continued to smile.

“You haven’t asked yet,” Zion said cooly.

“Asked what?” I rasped, my temper a hair’s breadth away from making me do something ugly.

“Why I’m not worried.”

I ground my teeth so hard I nearly cracked an incisor.

“Talk fast, Atarakan,” I snarled. My staff glowed brighter.

“At this very moment, my people are wavering. Most want to remain neutral in this little war of yours, but some want to intervene. Most are for, but some are rather definitely against, you. What do you suppose happens if you so much as lay a finger on me, Graves?”

“Mathew,” Orpheus whispered, putting a hand on my shoulder. “He’s right. We can’t. Not now.”

Zion grinned even wider.

I lowered my staff, the glow slowly fading.

“You have made such a mistake, Trios,” I whispered as I put the skull into my Void Ring.

“Do tell,” he said, sneering again.

“Rerek is a conqueror. He slaughtered his own people and killed his own father. He doesn’t care about sovereignty, he wants to rule... and he wants to rule Magicians.”

I met the Demigod’s eyes.

“Which you are not.”

Zion scoffed.

“Yes, laugh, by all means. You should laugh while you can. Because of you, Trios, Atarakis is done. Even if you hadn’t murdered one of mine, I now know what you’ve been doing with that monster, and what you and yours have been feeding it.”

Some of the Council had the good grace to look ashamed of themselves. Nick’s father was among them, the only one not wearing a snake on his lapel. But he didn’t speak up in opposition. Nor did he seem surprised by what I’d said. Rather raised some questions about Nick himself, but that was an issue for later.

“So, if I win this little war, I’ll be coming back, and I won’t be in a good mood. But at least I’ll leave the country intact. Rerek won’t. As I say, he’s a conqueror. The first ever conqueror. Do you really think he’s going to leave a hundred thousand dangerous beings on his flank? Beings that have already shown a willingness to murder his
people?”

Some were beginning to look distinctly shifty, now.

“Enjoy your freedom while you can, Councillors of Atarakis. One way or another, someone will be coming for it very soon.”

I nodded to Orpheus and he Conjured a Portal. I followed him through, leaving an enemy behind me.
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I was utterly furious.

To murder a man, and then to desecrate him... I wanted to burn that whole island down to the ground.

Cassandra didn’t take what had been said at that meeting very well, either. For more... personal reasons.

“I called him,” she said about an hour after I’d gotten back.

“Nick?” I guessed.

She nodded, standing rigidly next to my recliner in the library.

“And?” I prodded.

“I don’t think he knew about Proteus.”

“But?”

“But he says he’s not coming back to us for a while. He’s siding with them,” she spat.

“You don’t know that. His father wasn’t wearing the snake.”

“Mathew, this isn’t a thing where you get to keep your arse on the fence! You’re either with us or against us!”

“O con noi, o contro di noi...” I quoted.

“What?”

“You’re either with us or against us. Something Benito Mussolini used to say.”

She gave me a very dry look.

“Not funny.”

“Not meant to be,” I replied. “Nick isn’t Zion and he isn’t his father. Atarakis is likely the place where he can do the most good. He's one of them, they might listen to him.”

“Must you be so damned reasonable about every little thing?!”

“Sorry.”

“No you’re not.”

“True.”

She swatted my shoulder and dropped onto the chair with me. There wasn’t enough room and certain important things got slightly squashed.

“I’m afraid for him,” she finally confessed.

“I figured.”

She glared.

“I mean, I had no idea... oof!”

God, did she sharpen that elbow?

“Stop being wise, it’s pissing me off!”

“I think that if you look at my decisions lately, you’ll find that wisdom has had very little to do with any of it.”

She elbowed me again, but more gently this time, before leaning her head on my shoulder.

“You were told that you could trust her. The source was impeccable.”

“I still don’t understand that,” I said. “Rose shouldn’t be able to lie, should she?”

“Why don’t you ask?”

“I did. Last night before I went to bed. No answer.”

“Not a great sign.”

I shrugged with my free shoulder.

“I don’t know what to think, Cassie, I really don’t. If I can’t trust an Angel of all things... I guess I’m still hoping that this is all part of some complicated good I just can’t see, but damned if I can guess what it could be.”

She smiled sadly.

“What can we do?” she asked.

“Watch, wait and keep working on our various problems until we solve them. The same thing as yesterday, only with more spite.”

She laughed and wrapped an arm around my shoulders.

“You finished your new Cuff, yet?”

“Finished? Barely started. It’s going to take days, and only after I have all the rare and pricy materials, which I don’t.”

“You have such expensive hobbies...”

“Yes, because your armoury is full of cost-saving measures.”

“That gold-plated rifle was absolutely justified!”

“Yes, and very inventively, too; I read the form you submitted.”

“You did?”

“Who do you think slipped it past Tethys’ bookkeeper?”

“Yes, I really hate that she controls my budget.”

I rolled my eyes. “You just hate that you have a budget.”

“Well, that too. Honestly, you buy one tiny car on the company credit card without warning anyone-”

“Armoured Jeep.”

“Shut up, it was a justified expense.”

“The first one was, the next two weren’t.”

“They weren’t that expensive-”

“Six figures each.”

“Stop interrupting your elders!”

“I thought you didn’t like being called that?”

“Oh, you think you’re so smart, don’t you?”

“In general? Yes. Smarter than you? Still yes. Ow, ow, ow! I take it back!”

“Damn right you do!”

“Mm, that’s hot,” purred a voice from the door, which neither of us had heard open.

Cassandra was up like a scalded cat. She actually got pretty close to the ceiling, and that was a two-level room.

Tethys nearly fell over laughing and collapsed onto my lap while Cassandra blushed so hard that I was worried about her blood pressure.

I, of course, kept a perfectly respectable straight face and as still as possible, lest I pay for Tethys’ joke.

I mean, it was somewhat inevitable at this point, but it was worth a try...

“Must you make everything tawdry?” Cassandra snapped.

“You’ve met me, what do you think?” Tethys replied, nibbling on my ear, which drew the vengeful eye back to me.

“And you!” Cassandra snapped at me. “You should be ashamed!”

“Of what? What did I do?”

“Oh, you know what you did!” she said before sweeping from the room with great dignity, slamming the door behind her.

“Thank you, now she’s going to be in a mood all day,” I said to my girlfriend, who was hiding her eyes in my hair.

She giggled, which made her whole body move in a most interesting fashion.

“Sorry, she’s too much fun to mess with.”

I groaned.

I spent the next couple of days working, trying to rebuild my arsenal. I made some progress, but not enough to make me happy. I started work on something akin to an Entropic grenade after how effective the Spirit attack had been on Proteus, but that was a project that was going to take quite a while, and it had to go on the back burner in favour of things that already worked.

I managed to get a second and then a third Lancelot up and running and even a trio of Mordreds while ingredients for my new Suppression Cuff were being gathered.

Unfortunately, before I got the chance to use them, I got the call I’d been expecting; and dreading.

My phone rang as I was recovering from breakfast. It was only ten in the morning, but my energy levels had dropped yet again after the loss of my Cuff. Everything was just taking more and more effort... unless it involved a Succubus in some manner. Then I was just fine.

I picked up without checking the ID, too tired to care.

“Graves,” I said.

“Well, well, well, rumours are true; you did live.”

“What could you possibly want, Ankiala?” I snarled.

“So grumpy!”

I didn’t reply. I was too busy trying to stop my rage from blowing me up.

I hung up.

She rang back. I ignored it. The phone kept ringing.

“What?!” I snapped.

“I have a proposition.”

I told her what she could do with her proposition.

She just laughed.

“Alright, fair enough. I will give you a chance to reconsider. And while you do, may I suggest that you check in with your Warden Commander?”

“What?”

“You might also see how the Death Mage and your Primus are doing. I’ll call you back once you have. Toodles.”

The line went dead.

I started running.

I cast Mage Sight as I went, found what I was looking for and Conjured a Portal to the third floor, where I saw Cassandra’s energy signature. She was in her room. At this time of the day?

I jumped through the aperture and sprinted along the corridor, skidding to halt and shoving the door open, dimly hoping that she wasn’t naked in there, or I’d probably come out missing some teeth.

She was in bed, fast asleep; her Aura was strong... but not normal now that I was close enough to get a good look. Something was off.

“Cassie?” I said, shaking her shoulder.

No response.

“Cassandra!” I barked, shaking harder.

Nothing.

I adjusted my Mage Sight, making it finer, more intensive, trying to determine what was wrong. With Ankiala involved, I didn’t dare just go rummaging around in Cassandra’s mind.

But then, I didn’t have to. It didn’t take long to find what was wrong.

Perched at the centre of my friend’s brain was a tiny web of Black Magic. It wasn’t doing much, just sitting there and draining chemical energy out of the surrounding cells. Not enough to kill, but more than enough to keep someone precious to me comatose.

I didn’t for a second believe that this was all it could do. I needed help, lots of it.

And I needed to check on Demise and Hellstrom. Ankiala had mentioned them, too...

I looked around for Orpheus’ energy signature and launched a Telepathic Probe at him. I was so panicked that I ploughed straight through his defences without even meaning to.

Sorry! I sent. Emergency.

I dumped my last few minutes of memory into his mind and he instantly forgot the slight violation of his... everything.

Where do you want me? he asked quickly.

Cassandra’s room. See if you recognise anything. I’m going to check on Demise who is... also in her room. Damn it!

On my way.

I pulled away and called Tethys. Her complex was Warded against Mental Magic, even mine.

“Hey!” she said brightly. I could hear the smile in her voice and hated that I was about to ruin it.

“Ankiala got to us. Cassie’s in a coma, I think Demise is too and Hellstrom was mentioned. Could you call her while I see to Dee?”

“Of course. Is Cassie... are they...?”

“I don’t know yet. So far it’s nothing fatal, but I’m waiting for the other shoe.”

“Okay, I’ll get to work.”

“Thank you.”

We hung up as I got to Demise’s door.

She had the same Curse.

Within moments, Tethys called me back. They’d got Hellstrom, too. The Conclave was already going insane. After all, there was only the one Black Magician known to be active at the moment, and if he could do this...

Things were only going to spiral out of control from here.

I made my way back to Cassandra’s room.

“Any luck?” I asked Orpheus.

He frowned. “Yes. Bad luck,” he said with a sigh.

“Meaning?”

“I examined the structure of the Curse, and it’s as you thought: a chemical drain. What you didn’t see was what happened when the Construct detected foreign Magic. The drain started to increase drastically. Even the tiny amount of waste energy from a diagnostic Spell was nearly enough to kill her.”

“Damn it,” I said softly.

That meant that any Magical attempt at a cure could well kill the victims.

“It’s worse. Before I pulled back, I detected an Entanglement component. I’m pretty sure that the level of drain can be controlled remotely.”

“As in...” I started but couldn’t finish the sentence.

“Whoever cast this can almost certainly kill them any time they choose.”

I rubbed my eyes.

“What can we do? What’s the next step?” I asked, trying to focus, to pull away from the terror and rage that were threatening to overwhelm me.

Orpheus looked away.

“I just... I don’t know, Mathew, I’m sorry. This is beyond me. I don’t even know enough about Black Magic to offer a theory.”

I sighed, my shoulders slumping.

I sat on Cassandra’s bed and took her hand.

I would just have to fix it myself, then. This was just another problem that I needed to exert my mind and resources against, like any other.

Except that this one just happened to involve two people I loved dearly and a third who had earned my friendship and respect.

My phone rang again.

Of course.

Ankiala.

I picked up.

“Ready to talk?” she asked smugly.
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There was a small cafe about half a mile from Clarion Hall. It was located on the edge of a square with a light, stone plaza in the centre. High end shops and restaurants occupied the lower levels of the buildings with expensive flats on top. The cafe was small, but cheerful, with a bright, blue frontage, clean windows and the name picked out in gold. There were a number of tables out front, all of dark wood, covered by sun-umbrellas in the same blue as the frontage.

Ankiala waited at one of the tables with Rerek. The former was looking tidy and trim, dressed in a dark, elegant suit with polished shoes and tasteful jewellery, the Ouroboros displayed proudly on her lapel.

The latter just looked smug. He wore a suit as well, with no tie and designer stubble on his face. Perhaps he thought it made him look roguish? I just thought he looked unkempt.

Rerek sipped obnoxiously at a tiny coffee cup and put it down with a clink as I came up to the table. Orpheus was right behind me, openly carrying one of my Lancelots.

Ankiala smiled at me. I wanted to burn the expression right off her face, but I suspected that wouldn’t go well for anyone concerned, least of all Cassandra and Demise.

“So good of you to come,” she said.

I didn’t reply. I didn’t trust myself.

“Why don’t you have a seat?” she said, waving at a wooden chair opposite hers.

I made no move to accept the offer.

Her eyes narrowed; the smile vanished.

“You may assume that anything I say from this point on is not a suggestion. Sit.”

I kept the scowl from my face, but did as I was told.

“There. See, we can be friends.”

Rerek chuckled.

I was tempted to whip out Torch again. Not because it could cut him off from the Shadow Realm, but because the crystal head was heavy enough to cave in a skull.

“So tell me, what have you figured out so far?” she asked. She picked up a pastry and nibbled on it in a manner I might once have found cute but which now simply turned my stomach.

“I know that the Spell was cast by a Black Magician. That one,” I said, nodding at Rerek. Why else would he be there? “I know that you can increase its effect at any time.”

She nodded.

“Well done. I worried that you might not get that far before you had to stop your analysis.”

Such cold, clinical terms for things that involved people’s lives.

“But that’s not what I meant. What have you figured out about me? You must have something by now?”

“I’m not here to play games with you, Ankiala.”

“You’re here to do whatever we tell you, Graves,” Rerek said.

“Thanks, Monkey, but I’m talking to the organ-grinder at the moment,” I replied. “Try not to strain your brain by speaking too much.”

Ankiala covered her smirk, but I saw it.

Nail on the head.

Of course Rerek didn’t like that.

“You know, Graves, it occurs to me that we don’t need three hostages,” he snarled, standing to loom over me.

“If even one of them dies, then neither of you will leave this square alive,” I said simply.

I lifted a hand and extended a finger.

Thirty-four windows with a good view of the cafe lit up as Conclave Hunters charged Attack Spells.

Ankiala smirked again and took a sip of coffee.

“Do sit down, Rerek, dear. Mathew is not in a good mood. We must be understanding.”

She patted his arm as you would to comfort an angry puppy and he subsided.

“But yes, Mathew, you are in fact here to play games,” she said. “The very last game you’ll ever play.”

The way she said that sent a chill up my spine.

I’d lost. She knew it, I knew it. This was merely about how much I would get to keep in the peace conference.

“So, I’ll ask again, what have you figured out?”

I clenched my teeth.

“Namia Sutton’s organisation, the one that flooded the streets with those Demon-infused drugs, was never disbanded. Sure, you turned over some idiots, some patsies, but I looked at the records and there wasn’t even one Sorcerer or a Wizard over the mid-range.”

She smiled, nodding, “Go on.”

“They either joined or simply became the Children of Osiris, I’m guessing became?”

“Shame you couldn’t have been this smart earlier. Carry on.”

“You rebuilt and expanded, infiltrating into places we still don’t know about for an aim involving those damned Defiler crystals. You set a trap for the Archons, you made sure that Kron couldn’t see it coming and you’ve been trying to keep me from setting them free ever since.”

“Very good. I actually had a far more complicated and much longer-term plan ready to deal with you, but you trusted me almost immediately, making all that work redundant. I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me why?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I did.”

“Try me.”

“An Angel told me that I could. Did that help?”

She twitched. She covered it up quickly, but I saw that too.

She hadn’t seen that one coming.

“Good one,” she said, a trace of nervousness in her voice for the first time.

“Not kidding. I think you know that.”

She rolled her eyes, but I could feel her doubt, her fear.

“Have you figured out how my dear friend here managed to Curse your associates yet?” she asked, her confidence returning quickly.

“Doesn’t take a genius. Much like the Spell itself,” I said looking to Rerek, who was turning red. “You used the poison your operative slipped us as a conduit. Not normally possible, but Black Magic covers a lot of sins, so to speak. I would imagine that a certain amount of DNA was also required, but you had access to everyone’s rooms. Getting some hair or some stray skin cells shouldn’t have been too hard. Because it’s Black Magic, you couldn’t risk using it on me, but then you didn’t really need to.”

She nodded.

“Clever, wasn’t I?” she said.

“Yes,” I admitted. “You beat me quite thoroughly.”

She smiled.

“You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting to hear you say that,” she purred.

Could have killed her right there. I want that on the record.

“Now, let’s discuss where we go from here. I have three lives in my hands. They will be kept safe until the day of your death, at which point they will be released from their Curses... provided that you agree to two stipulations. It was hard, you know, striking the balance. What would you be willing to give up to keep your friends safe and what would push you over the edge into doing something potentially foolish. It took a while.”

“Just get on with it,” I tried not to growl.

“Very well. You will no longer leave Great Britain. You set foot outside of this island and one of them dies.”

God damn it...

“What’s the second one,” I hissed.

“Right here, right now, you hand over your Amulet.”

My heart actually stopped for a moment.

“Which Amulet?” I asked, trying desperately to appear ignorant.

She rolled her eyes.

“You know which one, Graves. The one that gives you just enough Magic to be dangerous. Hand it over.”

She extended her palm.

I trembled, my hand going protectively over my chest.

She lifted an eyebrow and wiggled her hand once.

If I handed it over, that was it. I was done.

Which was the point.

I didn’t know how she found out about it, but she’d been living in my house for months. The number of people who knew was very small, but she was clever. I’d guess Lexi, who shouldn’t have known either, but it could have been anyone’s slip. I’d likely never know.

Not that this really made a difference.

She knew. She had leverage.

I had no choice.

“You’re not going to make me do something as crass as counting down, are you?” the creature asked.

I shook again, but undid my tie and collar so that I could pull my precious, one of a kind amulet over my head and drop it into her extended palm.

“Beautiful,” she said, as she turned over the little circle of wood with the tiny, charred Repulsor at its centre. “A true work of art, you know that?”

I looked down. I’d never felt so powerless in my life.

“It’s almost a shame,” she said.

I felt a Portal open and looked up in time to see my Amulet drop through it.

“Where...?” I gasped.

“Mount Ash,” she replied, smiling darkly.

No...

Mount Ash was the only volcano in the world that also happened to be a Place of Power. The Magic kept it constantly active, combining with the energies of the ongoing eruptions to create esoteric materials and crafting ingredients. It was one of the few places outside of Atarakis where those materials could be found on a continuing basis.

But the key word here was volcano.

My Amulet was just gone.

And there was nothing I could do about it.

I now had no Magic.

And thus, no Spell keeping my Magic Poisoning at bay or something resembling complete vision. Already, I was heating up and half-blind.

“Have a good death, Mathew,” Ankiala said. She dabbed her mouth with a napkin, dropped some money on the table and stood with a stretch. “I’d suggest you find a nice, empty spot somewhere and die with dignity, but I imagine you’ll continue trying to save your Archons. Just remember the terms of our agreement. No leaving the country. Not that doing so would do you any good, would it?”

I didn’t have an answer.

“Come along, Rerek, we have a meeting with your associate. Let’s see if Mister Yoruba can’t make use of the current opportunities.”

He nodded, standing as well. He paused, looking down at me. Oddly, he wasn’t smiling anymore. “We’ll meet again, Graves, before the end.”

“Piss off, Monkey.”

He took a step towards me and found Orpheus’ Lancelot under his chin.

“Give me an excuse,” my Warden growled.

Rerek met his eyes. I thought there might be violence for a moment, but he eventually backed off with a shrug. He followed Ankiala through a Portal.

After they were gone, I just sat there for a long time, staring at nothing.

Fury, impotence and hatred were boiling through my guts.

I was now completely useless. Superfluous.

I slumped in my seat, feeling utterly defeated.

Orpheus sat next to me, shoving Ankiala’s plates and cup out of the way.

“I released the Hunters,” he said.

I nodded in reply, but that was the best I could manage.

“What’s next?” he asked.

I laughed. It was an ugly sound. I didn’t have anything to say.

“Come on, Graves! You always have a plan!”

“Not now, Orpheus, please,” I said, rubbing my aching eyes. Eye.

“Think, damn it! Use that brain you’re always telling everyone about.”

I sighed. I just wanted a bit of peace and quiet...

“Okay. Here’s what I want you to do. Go back to Clarion, tell Tethys what just happened. Tell her to open ‘Case Gamma’ and start work. Give her anything she wants. I’m going to get started on my end.”

“That’s better!” he said, clapping me on the shoulder.

He vanished through a Portal.

There was no Case Gamma. There was nothing, no contingency for this. I just wanted him out of the way.

I did leave the cafe, though. If he came back, that’s where he’d go first.

I pulled my phone out of a pocket and brought up a map. I started following it to the south.

People stared. Children screamed. I walked faster.

Three streets away, I found what I was looking for: a church. St George’s. It was closed, but that’s what I wanted.

I went around the side and used my Demigod muscles to kick a door open.

The interior was cool and quiet, with simple, wooden pews facing an old, stone altar.

“Rose?” I said.

No response.

“You owe me an explanation!” I shouted. My voice rang through the church.

Still no reply.

“Damn it, Rose, for Heaven’s sake, answer me!”

“What would you like me to say?” she finally replied from behind me.

I turned to see a beautiful, young-looking woman with red hair, wearing a long, white dress. She had delicate features and large, expressive eyes.

“You can tell me why you lied to me,” I said.

“I never lied,” the Angel said coldly. She’d never been cold before. “What I told you was situational, Mathew, regarding the preservation of Atarakis. Nobody told you to bend over and let her have her way with you.”

“You’re saying this is my fault?!”

“Well, you’re trying to say it’s mine.”

“It is!” I snarled.

She grimaced at me. “That assumes that there was a mistake,” she replied evenly.

“What?! Just look at me!” I roared, waving to take in the scars, the mangled eye... the missing Magic.

She shrugged, meeting my eyes.

There was no doubt there.

No regret.

I started to get it.

“You can’t be serious,” I whispered. “You wanted this?”

“Of course not, Mathew, we don’t want humans to suffer. But we are concerned with the species, not the individual. Sometimes sacrifices must be made for the good of all.”

I started shaking again. I had to sit down, it was so bad.

“The Seven,” I realised.

She nodded. “And Proteus. The Seven were put into bondage by the works of Man, and that means that Heaven could not intervene. They are your Angels; if that was how you chose to use them, that was up to you. Now they’re free and one of the Great Beasts is destroyed forever.

“Not a bad use for a falling hero.”

I wanted to throw up.

“I trusted you,” I whispered.

“You were right to. I will always do what is right for my charge. Which is Humanity, incidentally.”

“You know that you’ve destroyed me. This is the end of me.”

“I know. And I’m sorry for what you’re going through, but you did well, Mathew. Humanity has a real chance now, thanks to you.”

“Get out of my sight,” I said, looking away from her.

“As you wish.”

She vanished as quickly as she’d appeared, leaving me alone once again.

I wanted to scream... but I just didn’t have it in me anymore.
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By the time I got home, I wasn’t in a good way. I had a terrible temperature and two small, but deep internal burns, both of which hurt like bloody hell.

“Oh very funny, Graves. She laughed at me for a solid-” Orpheus began before he saw the state of me and rushed over. He helped me to a bench and started draining off the excess heat, which had me groaning in relief, then he started soothing the burns, which almost had me collapsing at the sudden lack of pain.

“Thank you,” I gasped.

“No problem. God, Graves, you’re not well.”

I nodded.

The way things were deteriorating... I’d be lucky if I had a week. Maybe two.

“What can I do? Seriously this time.”

I let out a breath. “I don’t know,” I said. “I just don’t know, Orpheus. I don’t know how I fix this.”

“Well, figure it out, will you?”

I didn’t have a response that didn’t involve swearing of some kind.

Tethys appeared before I had to come up with something, thankfully.

“Matty?” she said.

I smiled at her and she came over to sit next to me, taking my hand.

“I’ll give you two some privacy. Try to talk some sense into him, will you?” he said.

“That’s what I do,” she replied breezily.

When Orpheus was gone, she yanked me into a hug and squeezed me tight.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I’m so sorry. And where have you been?! I was worried sick!”

I chuckled.

“Just needed a walk.”

“Did it help?”

“When has exercise ever helped?”

She laughed and kissed my cheek.

“I could have told you that... if you’d called.”

“Sorry.”

She squeezed me again.

“You’re not going to ask me what’s next?” I said.

She shook her head. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

“That assumes that I know what to do.”

“You do.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because I love you. And because I love you, I know you.”

“And what if I really don’t know what to do?” I whispered.

She kissed me very gently.

“Your brain hasn’t stopped working since the day I met you. If it’s coming up blank, it’s not because you’re out of ideas, it’s because you already know what you have to do... you just don’t want to do it.”

I squeezed her hand.

She wasn’t wrong. God help me.

I couldn’t help the tears that came. I cuffed them away quickly and she pretended not to see.

“So, when you’re ready, you let me know what you need and I’ll move the Earth to get it for you,” she said gently.

“I don’t know what’ll happen if I do this,” I confessed.

She didn’t reply, merely squeezing my hand, offering the simple comfort of a loving soul.

I did my best to think of something else, I swear.

I thought and I thought, and then I thought some more. We were there for a very long time. Orpheus had to come back a couple of times to drain off my excess heat. Tethys stayed with me the whole time, reassuring, quiet, just holding my hand; there for me.

I don’t know how long it was, but I eventually had to admit that I didn’t have an alternative. I didn’t have anything left in my bag of tricks, no devices, no plans, no backups.

All I had left in my hand was a single card, and I didn’t know what would happen if I played it.

I was afraid. So terribly afraid of what might happen.

But, in the end, if I did nothing we were screwed anyway. I was screwed anyway. There were too many threats stacked up against us. This was the only path that led to even the chance of a good outcome.

If I trusted that Ankiala would really release Cassandra, Demise and Hellstrom, or that she’d leave the Garrison alone and let us free the Archons in peace, then things might be different, but I wasn’t that stupid. Without those assurances, I had to put myself back on the board.

One way, or another.

“I’ll need a Damascus Stone,” I said at last.

Tethys smiled.

“I thought you might,” she said.

She had three. They were tiny, each with maybe half
the capacity of a low-level Adept. She hadn’t mentioned them because she knew what Demise and Cassandra would have done with them; something heroic and stupid, most likely.

I agreed completely; though if it ever came up, I’d be denying that into my grave.

While she was fetching those, and poor Orpheus was filling them (an energy-intensive task, which wasted a lot of the filler’s Magic), I went to my library and went rooting through my safe for a very particular document and the memory card containing a scan of it. I compared the two to make sure that there hadn’t been any fading; there hadn’t.

I printed out another copy and made some notes.

Oh... I didn’t want to do this, I swear I didn’t.

I just didn’t know what else I could do. I was out of ideas, out of power and rapidly running out of allies.

I had to.

I arrived at Tethys’ complex to find a grumbling Orpheus finishing his job. I smiled and handed her my list.

She skimmed it. She flushed and nodded.

“Takes me back. Two days,” she said gently. “You’re not actually going to...”

“Of course not. That wouldn’t help at all.”

She let out a breath.

“Okay, then.”

“Thanks.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes, actually.”

She smiled sadly when I told her.

“That can be arranged, too. Give me a day.”

I turned to Orpheus.

“You... aren’t going to have a fun few days.”

“So what else is new?” he replied dryly.

“I need you to keep my Stones full, and I’ll need you to stay largely awake so that I don’t die from a blood clot or brain charring when you’re not looking.”

“You don’t want much, do you?”

“Nope. All very reasonable.”

“Arse.”

“That is the consensus.”

He shook his head and reached out his hand. A complex Flesh Magic Spell settled into my body, seeping into every part of me. It didn’t feel hostile, so I let it... not that I could have stopped it without exploding.

“Monitoring Construct,” he explained. “So I don’t actually have to be in the room with you.”

“Appreciated.”

His eyes flitted between Tethys and me.

“I’ll bet,” he said with a smirk.

I rolled my eyes.

Tethys started making some calls and I went to my study to... well, wait, I guess.

I had nothing else to do. I had nothing I could do.

Eventually, I had to leave, though. I was too antsy. I couldn’t even rest, which I desperately wanted to.

I found the dog and threw things for him in the garden until he got too tired to fetch and I got too tired to throw. We sat under my tree and he resumed his attempts to smother me to death.

Eventually I fell asleep, and didn’t wake until Orpheus had to resuscitate me.

“Gah!” I bellowed as I snapped back to life. “What the hell?”

“Your heart stopped,” he said, breathing hard.

He was damp, wearing nothing but a towel. Must have caught him in the shower.

“Not again...” I said with a groan. My chest hurt.

I heard a keening and looked over to see Burglar cowering under a nearby bench.

“I’m okay, boy,” I said, extending my hand.

He shuffled his way out, approaching very gingerly to sniff my hand. He barked, jumping up and down before head-butting me over and slobbering on me.

“Whatever your plan is, I hope you do it soon, Graves. All it takes is for one of these flare-ups to hit the wrong part of your brain, and there’s nothing I can do.”

“It’s not like I’m dragging my feet, Kron!”

“Well hurry anyway!”

“Maybe I’d better explain what I’m doing...”

“Maybe you should let him put trousers on first,” Tethys said from the doorway, shaking her head.

“I suppose I could have, but I didn’t want to stifle his new hobby.”

“What new hobby?” Orpheus asked with narrowed eyes.

“What, you’re telling me you’re not a nudist?”

He socked me in the shoulder and stomped off.

Tethys rolled her eyes.

“Ugh, men. You can’t just tell each other that you care, can you?”

“God no. That would be weird. And I hate that guy.”

“Not as much as I hate you!”

“See?”

She rolled her eyes and sat in my lap before the dog could.

Burglar gave a doggy-harrumph and Tethys stuck her tongue out at him, which made me laugh.

“You okay?” she whispered. “Orpheus was rather vocal with his religious invocations.”

I chuckled.

“I’m not kidding; it was like an episode of Grey’s Anatomy out here.”

I laughed again. “I’m fine. Slight ticker trouble.”

“Slight?”

“It decided to take an impromptu break... from beating.”

She squeezed.

“Air! Air!”

“Sorry.”

She leaned her head against my shoulder.

“Matty... I want you to know that no matter what happens, it’s not going to change anything between us. It’s not going to change how I feel about you.”

“I should bloody hope not!”

She snorted and pinched me.

“I love you, you arse. And I always will.”

“I love you, too,” I said, holding her to me.

Naturally the dog ruined the moment.

Tethys shrieked as an immense tongue covered half her face in slobber, causing her to leap away and Burglar to land on my chest with a triumphant bark.

“Bad dog,” I wheezed from underneath my fluffy monster.

Tethys rolled her eyes before sitting next to us.

“Love me, love my dog, huh?” she said with a smile.

I gave a thumbs-up. No breath to spare for speaking.
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“It’s done,” Tethys said the next afternoon. “You have your venue.”

I was half-napping in my library, a book covering my face. It nearly smacked me in the groin when I sat up and it fell. I seemed to be having more and more of these less than graceful moments as I got older. Shouldn’t I have been getting more coordinated?

“That was fast,” I said, catching the book after some flailing.

“I had some contacts left over from when I used to tease you.”

“You mean torment me.”

“Please, you loved it.”

“Yes, actually,” I admitted, taking her offered hand.

“You want me to come with you?”

“In that outfit? I wouldn’t get anything done!”

“I’m not even showing cleavage!”

“Don’t really need to.” I said, letting my gaze drift up and down.

She was wearing a business suit; her working-wear. Neat enough to be presentable, loose enough to be comfortable, this one in powder-blue.

It worked just fine for me...

“You are such a pervert.”

“This from you?!”

She rolled her eyes.

“You’ll be coming home again, right? Before the... actual casting?”

“Sure. This is just preparatory work. And I don’t have the necessary reagents, yet.”

“Good. It should be tomorrow on those. I’ll make sure Miss Jenkins makes something nice for you tonight.”

She frowned, her lip trembling a little.

“Relax. It’s going to be fine,” I said. “Just another day at the office.”

She squeezed my hand, but didn’t argue with me. She knew me well enough to allow me that little bit of denial.

“Okay.”

“Okay. But roast beef would be nice now it’s out there.”

“Meat and potatoes; Englishmen, I swear...”

“You’re English, too!”

“I consider myself a citizen of the world.”

“Then explain your own preference for prime British beef,” I said in a low voice as I let my hands wander to her waist.

She squealed and then laughed her arse off.

“Oh, Matty, that is the worst dirty-talk ever!” she said when she’d recovered.

“Yes... still some of my best work, unfortunately.”

“You do just fine. Now go do your thing.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She shivered.

“No, no. No distractions,” she said, slipping away from me.

“Fine,” I said with a sigh, smiling after her.

“See you later?” she said.

“Definitely.”

She shut the door and I reached for my phone to call Orpheus.

I had work to do.

I did not enjoy the walk down memory lane required by my preparations. It was hard, unpleasant, menial work in a place that I’d hoped never to see again. I enjoyed what came afterwards, though, as Tethys was doing her very best to distract us both from what would happen the following day.

I think that she was the only thing that kept me from losing my tenuous grip on my sanity. Certainly she kept me from panicking and running away.

Orpheus helped too, though in very different ways, just to clarify.

Once he’d found out what I was up to, he was surprisingly alright with it. I’d honestly expected him to push back the hardest, but he’d accepted the necessity even faster than Tethys had.

He had become a friend, almost in spite of both of us.

Tethys was true to her word and provided me with a refrigerated bag just as night fell the next day.

I put it over my shoulder, kissed her goodbye... and then couldn’t move.

Orpheus kept the Portal open for me, but he eventually started tapping his foot.

“Don’t rush me!” I complained.

“Portals take power, Graves!” he replied.

Tethys chuckled and gently pushed me towards the aperture. Then she turned me back around and looked me square in the eye.

“You are Mathew Samuel Graves, the most stubborn man I’ve ever met in my life. That is who you are, and that is who I expect back tomorrow morning, understand me?”

“Yes.”

“Nope, try again.”

“Yes!”

“Better. Now get on with it, will you? I want this Telepathic nonsense out of my head.”

I rolled my eyes and backed through the Portal.

And onto the grounds of Windward Academy, my old school.

Orpheus came after me. Tethys gave me a last wave before the Flesh Mage closed the Portal and she vanished from sight.

“This still seems creepy,” he complained. “Wondering around a school at night.”

I sighed.

We were on a familiar square of grass, with the dining hall to our right and the chapel to the left. A corridor connecting them was straight ahead; my old boarding house behind. Some security lights were on, but there was nobody in sight. To be expected; it was the school holidays, which meant no students, and a little bribe money ensured that the custodial staff was also absent for the next couple of nights.

“Drama Queen,” I said, leading the way to the connecting corridor.

“You really should respect your elders more.”

“That’s nice, Grandpa- ow! Prick.”

“Doily.”

He cast a Lockpick Spell that opened the corridor to us and followed me to the left, towards the chapel. We left the passage before we got there, though, taking a door to a set of stairs that led down into the catacombs underneath.

I flipped the lights on and started walking. My pace was slow, every step reluctant. I was so scared that I was shaking by the time we got to the bottom.

“God, this is going to take all night,” Orpheus complained.

“Shut up,” I said, my voice trembling.

He put a hand on my shoulder.

“She believed in you, Moron,” he said gently. “They all did. I do. Go do this so we can get back to work!”

He shoved me forward a little less gently and I started walking again.

I followed the corridor, taking familiar turns until I got to the right chamber.

Most recently, this was where Desmond had stabbed me with the Gods’ Blade, taking my Shadows from me. Before that, I had prepared a Spell there that he would eventually cast, one designed to sever the familial bond between us and prevent his going mad.

It hadn’t worked as I’d planned.

But the Spell, itself, was sound.

It was called the Severing. A truly ugly bit of Spellwork that used Black Magic to pervert life, nature and even Creation itself.

For what I had in mind, it was like using a sledgehammer to crack an egg, but it was the only such Spell I had access to, so it would have to do.

It had taken me hours of careful work to prepare the space and Spell that first time and even longer this time, as I’d had to get Orpheus to recharge my truly puny Damascus Stones every few minutes.

The Spell was made up of three components, each built into its own Magical circle. The central circle contained the active Spellwork, with the other two bearing a very complex series of Constructs that allowed a Magician to cast a Black Magic Spell without getting any on him; something that was very important that first time.

I’d deconsecrated the space again (and after having it re-consecrated so recently, too...), cleaned it from top to bottom, and got everything ready to go, aside from the reagents that would provide the actual Black Magic.

That was what the freezer bag was for.

Certain people, certain acts, leave a stain. If the act or person is vile enough, then it can create a tiny, little bit of Black Magic. Enough that, should the right kind of Magic be applied, that little bit of evil can be enhanced, amplified... and used.

With hands that were still trembling, I pulled the bag open and placed two vials of virgin blood, freshly corrupted by the blood of a sinner, at opposite points on the circle, one to the north, the other to the south. Then I pulled the tiny skull of a murdered infant from the sack. Where it had come from need not concern us, but, so you know, we had stolen it, not... made it. That went to the west point. Finally, a mummified forearm went to the east. I wondered idly if it had come from the same Black Magician as the sample I’d used the first time I’d done this. How many mummified Black Magicians could there be?

Each circle was missing a small section, drawn on stones that I’d removed from the floor.

I replaced the first two, completing the circuits, as it were.

The air filled with a dreadful, pregnant whine.

The four components started to glow as Magic gathered.

“It’s time,” I said to Orpheus. “You might want to wait outside.”

He nodded and extended his hand.

I shook it.

“Good luck, my friend.”

“Fools rely on luck. Sheer brilliance will do just fine, thank you”

He grinned, rolling his eyes as he smacked my shoulder again.

“Don’t screw up.”

“Yes, Mother.”

He shook his head and left, closing the door behind him.

My heart was hammering in my chest as I stepped into the space between the inner and middle circle. I made sure that no part of me was in the centre. I wanted to take advantage of the Spell, not be targeted by it. That would be a disaster.

“If anyone’s listening anymore... please let this work,” I whispered.

I placed the final stone in the inner circle.
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The Spell began. Magic swirled, getting stronger and stronger as the Constructs activated. The four reagents glowed and then evaporated, leaving tiny spheres of Black Magic in their place. Power swirled into each and the spheres grew until they’d gone from half the size of a pea to something more the size of a golf ball.

I shuddered as I felt the Black call to me, my mangled Well creaking under the strain, like a Jenga tower with too many blocks missing.

At least that was one worry gone. I was still responding to it. The loss of my Shadows and the growing damage hadn’t changed that. If it had, I’d have stopped the whole thing. Otherwise, I’d likely have ended up a twisted mound of insane, carnivorous flesh.

The little spheres dissolved into a swirling weave that spun around the circle. The inner-most one started to pulse as the Spell itself began to charge.

This was it.

There, in that moment, I had one final chance to turn back. I could just let the Spell discharge harmlessly into an empty space, and that would be that.

But then what? Go home and die? Hope that everything worked out?

This was my last chance to have any agency in how this all ended.

I focussed. The Spell was about to cast.

I thought about everyone I loved. Tethys, Cassandra, Demise, Kron, Hopkins, Palmyra, Killian, my parents, my brother as he was during those early years at Windward; them and a dozen more. I kept them front and centre in my mind and in my heart. If anything had a chance of keeping me... me, it was those memories.

Then, when I could put it off no longer, I stuck my arm into the energy stream.

The entire Spell collapsed as every last drop of Black Magic was instantly absorbed by my Aura.

I’d expected pain, though I don’t know why. There was none.

The last time I’d been exposed, the Black had only been in my body, and it had gotten no further. It made a difference that I’d fought it with every scrap of my being.

Not this time.

I opened myself up to it, and it flowed straight into the heart of me, sinking right into my Well.

My Magic stirred, responding instantly, feeding the Black, making more of it, making it stronger. I could do nothing, couldn’t direct it, couldn’t control it, not with my Well like that... but I didn’t have to.

Just like that, the raging inferno that was my mangled Magic quietened. I fell over, suddenly free of a pain that I hadn’t even known I was carrying, and that was only the beginning. I gasped as the Black Magic seeped into the cracks in my Well... and started to pull them closed.

My Well contracted, getting smaller and smaller... but becoming whole again, piece by wonderful piece.

The Black, first and foremost, was a part of Creation. The darker part to be sure, but Creation, none the less.

And it took care of its true hosts.

It wasn’t alive, wasn’t sentient, wasn’t thinking, but it didn’t need to. It was perfectly natural, simply healing what was injured; restoring what was broken. Like your own body would heal a cut over time.

It repaired me from the inside out, putting me back together. It was rough work at first, messy triage, the initial closing of a terrible wound, leaving ephemeral scars everywhere it went. But it didn’t stop
there. The scars, which I felt as cracks in my Well, all of them smoothed out; slowly at first and then faster. The walls of my Well grew thicker, harder, stronger, infused with the Black itself.

And, for the life of me, it felt like it had always been there.

Everything stilled, and I thought it was done for a second, but then it found another scar, an even worse one.

The Black seeped into it, pulled it open, flooded it, expanded it and repaired what it found within.

I was, by this point, barely conscious from the relief that came from the lack of pain, but what I felt in that moment brought me back. In more ways than one.

A connection I’d thought dead, gone and lost, was rekindled. The Black found the faintest traces, the tiniest embers of what I once was... and brought them back to full flame.

I cried, and then I screamed in sheer, unbridled joy as my link to the Shadow Realm came alive once again. The room exploded with Shadows, coming forth from everywhere, tearing apart rock, stone and mortar to come to me. My power, filled with the Black, surged into those Shadows and they expanded beyond all reason. They shattered the door and went rushing through the catacombs, tearing them apart, ploughing into the earth around and above me until they blasted out into the night sky, scattering rock, bricks and wreckage everywhere.

Orpheus, sensibly, legged it through a Portal, but I barely noticed. All I could feel was euphoria; joy at being reunited with a part of myself I’d thought dead.

Leviathans came forth from the depths along with thousands; millions of Elementals. I felt them brush my mind with feelings of welcome and gladness. I sent my own joy back at them... but the Black wasn’t finished and I fell back to the floor again as it surged out of my newly solid Well and into my body, disorienting me completely.

The Shadows vanished as my Magic turned inward, but the link remained, returning the world to its wonderful shades of grey. It was comforting, but that didn’t help much when my body started to itch in that way I’d (unfortunately) come to associate with deep and intense healing. It was worst around my face, where the damage was at its most concentrated. In other circumstances, I might have tried to stop it, but everything that was happening just felt... right. Like something was being corrected. I’m not describing it well, but that was the feeling. And I had no desire to fight it.

I tried to relax, but the itching nearly drove me mad with the need to scratch. Huge amounts of my Magic flowed, more than half of it expended over the course of what felt like seconds, but which would later turn out to be hours.

My Aura went bonkers as it sort of collapsed into my body, the Black twisting around it and through it, instinctively using the template within to rebuild me from the ground up, the same way I’d use it in serious Flesh Magic Spells, but on a truly primal, autonomous level.

When it stopped, and I came back to myself, the first rays of golden sunshine were peeking through the hole in the ceiling above me... and I was me again.

Not a Demigod, certainly not a perfect specimen of mankind.

Mathew Samuel Graves.

Warts and all.

Well, scars.

I woke up, if that’s the word when I hadn’t really been asleep. I looked through two working eyes and my hand went to my cheek as I sat up.

I laughed. A wonderful, joyous one, because gone was the mass of twisted chemical burn.

But in its place was a familiar, wonky pentagram.

I burst into tears again. This was getting ridiculous.

I wondered if...

Tentatively, carefully, I reached into my Well.

It was smaller. I saw that right away.

I’d started off stronger than Kron, but now I was a hair weaker than I’d been before I’d taken Myrddin’s powers.

But only a hair.

I was as close to my baseline as I could hope to get.

An Archon’s worth, you might say.

And now the Black was there, too, part of the whole, but it wasn’t how I’d expected.

I’d expected it to be pervasive, to be in everything, to be the dominant part of my Well... but it wasn’t. I expected to have to fight, to force my humanity to the surface and keep it there through sheer force of will.

But it wasn’t like that at all. The Black was in the fabric of my Well, in the walls, in among the mortar, to continue the analogy. But it was just another part of me, like my Shadows, my Telepathy... all of it. Just another type of energy to call on, not something that was polluting me.

I was different than I’d been, though; I had to admit that. I’d been changed. My emotions, especially those tied to darker impulses, were enhanced, brighter and harder to control. But when I did a mental inventory, all the important parts were still there. Most important of all, and this had been the source of the lion’s share of my terror, I still loved. If anything, those feelings were more intense as well, even more vital.

There were definite downsides, though. My hatred for Ankiala, for Ross, Rerek and Zion was an almost physical thing, now. It dragged at me, compelled me, influenced me far more than it had before. The things I wanted to do to them, that I was willing to do to them...

I breathed, exerting my self-control. I was still me. The basic recipe was the same; we were just talking about different quantities of ingredients. I was the master of my actions. I would decide how I dealt with my enemies. And deal with them I would.

Because I had my Magic back.

I was, truly, a Magician again.

I cast a tiny Spell that created an oval of refracted light. It acted like a mirror. The Black wanted to be used, to become a part of the Spell, but I didn’t have to fight to keep it out, which was surprising. God, I’d been so wrong... about so much.

I laughed again as I saw my face.

Dark hair, not Desmond’s ridiculous blond. Two black eyes in the midst of a sea of scab-red, as they’d been before all of this; the result of a Magical accident.

I don’t know how the Black put them back like that. That wasn’t part of my Aura Template, but neither were the pentagram scars.

But they were part of me.

I laughed and I laughed. The world suddenly seemed like a much brighter, much funnier place.

“Graves, for the love of God, would you stop cackling like that?! You’re scaring the crap out of me!” Orpheus barked, sticking his head over the edge of the hole above my head.

I laughed even harder.

Oh, what a beautiful damned day...
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I had a chat with Orpheus and asked him to give me a few minutes before he headed back to Clarion. Then I opened a Gateway into the Shadow Realm.

I stepped in, and it was like coming home. It was a reflection of our world; every object had its mirror there and every shadow cast by them appeared as mist of varying density, at least to my eyes. To anyone but a Shadowborn, all they would see was infinite darkness, enough to drive them mad.

Once again, I was nearly mobbed by Elementals. They appeared as I’d always seen them, fish and other creatures of the sea. Graceful and alive. They flitted around me in a great school, reaching out with their minds to touch mine. It was wonderful. Imagine if all your relatives thought you’d died, that you’d been missing; lost. And then what it would feel like when you came home.

But there was wariness there, too; a fear of something, of the Other. That was how they communicated it to me.

Rerek.

I tried to reassure them, but they remained worried.

I’d just have to see what I could do about that.

My Leviathan, or the one I knew best anyway, emerged from the depths again, his form a cross between a dragon and a whale, all flippers, spines and teeth. He swam alongside me as I drifted towards Clarion; his presence massive and reassuring.

Welcome home, he sent to me, his thoughts complex enough for direct communication whereas his smaller siblings were capable only of transmitting emotion.

I can’t tell you how glad I am to be here, I replied the same way.

He rumbled, his version of a laugh.

I understand. You fill the Realm with it.

I grinned.

You have the Old Magic now.

It wasn’t a question.

I nodded anyway.

Master it. Don’t let it master you.

That’s the plan.

It is of you, like we are. That gives you power over it, but you are not complete, yet. It can still twist you, if you let it.

Not complete? I sent, confused.

Yet. You’ll see. Watch for the Other. He could take everything if you aren’t careful. We must obey, for we are of him, but he reeks of corruption; of evil. You must not let him triumph.

He can’t. Not now.

Another rumble. Excellent.

We arrived at the Shade (Shadow Realm reflection) of Clarion Hall and I let my consciousness seep into its Shadows, listening for her.

The Leviathan poked a particular Shadow with the tip of his enormous tail.

Your heart lies here.

Thanks.

Life for the One, he sent. Don’t leave us again.

That last said almost desperately.

I won’t, I promised.

I opened a tiny Shadow Gate under the Shade of Tethys’ desk, enough to remove the Telepathic Illusion from her mind and create a darkened corner of the room for me to open a real Gateway in.

I also pressed the button that darkened her two-way glass.

I wanted a little privacy.

She was asleep at her desk, so I needn’t have bothered with the cleverness. I couldn’t help but stare for a minute. She was so lovely, even snoring and drooling onto her notepad.

I smiled, then leaned over and kissed her cheek until she stirred.

She blinked blearily... and then she saw who it was. She froze for a moment as she took me in.

“Matty?” she whispered.

I nodded, smiling at her.

“It’s you?” she asked tentatively.

I smiled again, nodding and cuffing more of that damned water out of my eye.

She screamed, then launched herself at me, wrapping all four limbs around me.

Alas, not a Demigod, anymore. Couldn’t hold her up.

We both ended up on the floor.

She didn’t seem to mind, kissing me all over my face.

She paused long enough to look me in the eyes.

“Oh, I missed these,” she said, leaning her forehead against mine. “I even missed this thing.”

She traced her fingers along the pentagram.

“Still have the one on my belly, too.”

Spirit attack on Atarakis. Another mess.

“Are you telling me that Black Magic somehow left the scars that remind you of stupid things you did?”

I thought about it.

“Yes, actually, now you mention it.”

“So Magic has a sense of humour?”

“Well... mine seems to.”

She shook her head and kissed me again.

“Oh, I was so scared,” she confessed. “I was afraid that you’d come back... different.

“Well, I am,” I said.

I explained.

“Big deal,” she said, “we’re all a little homicidal towards that lot.”

“Yes, but I can turn them into horrific abominations that pray for a death that never comes. That’s something I may want to keep an eye on.”

“Meh.”

I laughed and she planted another one on me.

“Oh, never scare me like that again.”

“Damn right. Once this is over, I’m retiring.”

“Like hell! But we could at least have a holiday.”

“Or six.”

“Or that.” She giggled and hugged me.

I just enjoyed it.

“So... what’s next?” she asked.

I grinned. “I have a plan.”

“Oh damn me, that was sexy,” she whispered, biting her lip.

“Fantastic. The plan can wait,” I said, reaching for her shirt.

My libido also seemed to have received a little boost...

She swatted my hands away and giggled again.

“Tell me.”

“If I must,” I said theatrically, earning me a playful poke. “First things first, I think it’s important that nobody knows that this worked. As far as the world should be concerned, I remain a wreck of a man. I’ve already had a chat with Orpheus. He knows not to tell a soul.”

She licked her lips.

“And what is this in aid of?” she asked throatily.

I told her.

She pounced on me again.

And boy was it a good thing I’d adjusted that glass...
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I had a lot to do and very little time in which to do it, but there was one thing I had to do first. Something that was... important.

I made my way to the front hall, and whistled.

There was barking and thumping as my miniature bear came galloping out of the garden.

He laid eyes on me and skidded to a halt, knocking over a side table in the process.

He cocked his head. He sniffed, approaching warily.

I extended my fist and he sniffed even more.

Then he head-butted my leg, knocking me over. He barked triumphantly before dropping on my chest.

I laughed and hugged the monster as he slobbered on me.

Say what you like about dogs, but they know when something is wrong; they know when you’re not you.

I know it sounds unbelievably silly, or even childish, but Burglar was my seal of approval.

I was still me, or close enough anyway.

Okay, back to the problems at hand. Much plotting had been done, but there wasn’t a damned thing I could actually do until the gun was off my head.

I was relatively certain that I could drain the Black Magic out of Cassandra and the others without anything exploding. It was, theoretically at least, just another kind of energy to me. But seeing as how I’d never consciously used Black Magic before, I wasn’t going to start inside the heads of family unless there was no other option.

Ideally, I needed an expert.

And there was only one of those available that might be of use to me: Mira.

But, if I was to avoid revealing my restoration, I was going to need to be incredibly crafty about getting to her.

Well, someone was. Lacy, in fact.

Mira had been returned to the British Magical Archive, a place where Magic was almost impossible to use, guarded by the same calibre of people that now made up my Wardens.

Exactly the same, in fact. Cassandra used to work there, and she’d stripped the Archive bare to fill my ranks.

Thankfully, there was still a lot of good will there, and Lacy was able to persuade the night-watch commander to leave the thirteenth level unattended for a few minutes.

“I know there’s a lift,” I complained.

“You need the exercise,” Orpheus said, making Lacy laugh.

“Would it kill you to have a healthy terror for the world’s newest Black Magician?” I asked.

Orpheus started laughing.

“Alright, now it’s just getting hurtful,” I said with a frown as I started running out of breath.

Again.

Don’t get me wrong, I was much happier in my original, human body, but having a bit of Cassandra’s stamina had been useful. Not that it would have made that much of a difference. I would just have started puffing on the seventh level down instead of the third.

“Do you need a breather?” Lacy asked as we passed the fifth floor.

Oh, it was bad enough going down; it was going to be a nightmare going up...

“If I had the breath, I’d swear at you.”

Eighth floor, ninth... tenth.

“Seriously, a lift!”

“There’s a camera in there,” Lacy explained.

“So they disabled every camera except the one in the lift?!”

She whistled innocently.

“You realise that every minute counts, right?” I asked.

“Then walk faster,” Orpheus suggested.

“There once was a time when the mention of my name caused terror,” I complained.

“No it didn’t,” Orpheus said.

“Must you?”

“Yes. Until the Captain’s back on her feet, I’m the designated ego-pricker.”

“I’ll certainly agree that you’re a prick.”

“Whatever you say, boss, how’re the knees?”

Lacy snorted.

We finally reached the door to the thirteenth floor.

Orpheus had his hand on the knob.

“Hold up,” I said, “you two had better stay here. Just in case she’s... unreasonable. And sparky.”

“Fair enough,” Orpheus said, recoiling. “Try not to die or anything.”

I rolled my eyes, opened the door myself and stepped through. I entered a slim viewing gallery. Windows covered the wall across from me, on the other side of which was an abyss with a stone circle suspended in the centre. The Grimoire was on a pedestal in the middle of the circle, facing a set of glass doors.

This was a long-shot, I’ll admit.

She’d bonded with Rerek and, no matter what I was now, he was still an Archon; that was something that even the Black couldn’t give back to me. Add that to the fact that he was also more powerful than me in terms of sheer Magical capacity, and I doubted I’d be able to wrestle Mira back to my side. Not permanently anyway. My hope was that my Magical signature, coupled with the Wards and Enchantments on the Archive, would be enough to override or overshadow Rerek’s bond, at least for a while.

In any event, it was worth the attempt; the alternative was trying to work with Black Magic without knowing what I was doing; not a good idea.

I stepped further into the gallery. And the entire complex shook. Just once, but hard.

“Everything alright out there?” Orpheus asked.

“Nothing fell over,” I replied.

“Close enough.”

He shut the door behind me.

I made my way to the glass doors. They were locked and normally guarded. The only way to get to the book was through them, by way of an extendable bridge which could only be summoned through a lock that responded to one of the Archons’ signet rings (adjusted to lock out Rerek’s, for obvious reasons).

As I arrived at the door, the Grimoire rose into the air, glowing darkly. It didn’t look right, though; the energy was cutting in and out and the book was tottering; weaving.

The circle on the front changed, now black and red, like my eyes once again, but the colours were muted, occasionally fading to grey.

A figure started to appear in front of me, but it dimmed and flickered before an ethereal version of Mira finally managed to manifest.

She looked ghostly, but it was her, and I couldn’t help but smile.

She smiled back.

“Master,” she whispered.

“Hi Mira.”

“I can’t manifest for long. Rerek still has a powerful hold on me.”

“At least you’re here now. I was afraid that you were gone forever.”

She snorted.

“I’m a repository of knowledge, Mathew. Everything I see and experience is stored. All it took for me to return was for you to bond with me again.”

I sagged in relief. “Oh, I missed you.”

“And I can see why,” she said, her eyes flickering as she absorbed my memories. “Gods, you are in the shit, aren’t you?”

“I’m doing just fine,” I protested.

She lifted an eyebrow.

“Oh, alright,” I said with a harrumph. “I’ve made a mess. Can you help?”

She grinned. “Now that you’ve embraced who you were always supposed to be... you bet your wonderful arse, I can.”

I laughed. It hadn’t been the same without her around.

“I take it I can’t simply bring you home?”

She shook her head. “That would be unwise. As long as he remains an Archon he’s still got the stronger claim on me. It’s only in here, with all the Wards, that I can shift my allegiance, and it’s temporary.”

“I figured as much. Okay, what can you tell me?”

“Paper?” she said.

I produced a pad from my satchel. She waved a hand and Spells started to appear, covering page after page.

“That’s the solution to your hostage problem on top,” she said. “It’s not simple, but it’s quite doable. Also in there is a basic Attack Spell incorporating the Black, plus a primer on how it works.”

“Mira... thank you.”

“One more thing, lift your left hand please.”

I did so.

“This is that last thing I can do for a while. It’s going to drain me. So, I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. I had no choice.”

“I know,” I said with a sad smile. “And I will make this right.”

“You’d better! I hate it down here.”

She glowed once before vanishing.

The book fell back to its pedestal, the colours of the circle brown and blue once again.

I passed my Magical senses into my Void Ring.

She’d returned the Gods’ Blade and Janus Glove.

God, I loved her...

Figuring out the Spell that would cure the hostages was tricky, but I managed.

Getting Hellstrom’s people to transport her to me for treatment without giving the game away, however, was a problem. I had no doubt that she was being watched by the Snakes, either directly or through proxies, which meant a very great deal of work was required to keep everything quiet. Thankfully, the Butler was willing to help.

Because we didn’t dare risk something as powerful as a Portal around that blasted Curse, she had to be put in an ambulance for transport. The butler booked her a slot at a long-term care home so that we had an actual destination, and then he gave the private ambulance driver he’d hired my address. All very clever.

I suppose that I could have treated them one at a time, but there was a risk to that, on account of the remote-control component of the Curse. I was concerned that Rerek would detect my curing Cassandra or Demise and trigger the killing aspects of the wretched thing before I could get to the others. With the Spell Mira had given me, it was vanishingly low chance, but better safe than sorry when a friend was on the line.

Eventually, Hellstrom was wheeled into Clarion Hall’s small infirmary on a gurney, and she was lined up with the others; on the end, next to Demise.

I hated that we actually needed an infirmary, but there it was. The room was clean and painted a sterile white, with bright lights and two rows of hospital beds either side of a screen.

Cassandra and Demise were hooked up to IVs, and were otherwise in good health. Magic would have kept them in much better condition, but we couldn’t use it.

The Pureborn medic on duty smiled at me as I arrived. A new hire, and a great fellow, compassionate and kind; everything you want in a doctor. Contrast that with Orpheus, who kept hitting me.

I opened a box and withdrew the three crystals I’d spent a day preparing.

I tell you, it was a good thing we’d recently looted a Vampire House, because all of this stuff was starting to get expensive.

I’d read through Mira’s instructions so many times that I’d memorised them, but I still read them through again as I placed one crystal on each of my friends’ foreheads.

I took a breath and steadied my shaking hands.

It was fine, I could do this.

My first ever piece of Black Magic...

“You’ve got this,” Orpheus said firmly, nudging my shoulder with his knuckles. “It’s just another piece of Magic. All you have to do is follow the instructions.”

I nodded and started preparing the Constructs. I layered the Spell carefully, building it within my mind slowly, one strand at a time. It took half an hour to get it perfect, and then another hour to power it properly, using just a drop of the Black at first before feeding it the rest of what it needed.

It was almost eager, trying to over-power the Spell. Something in me made me want to give in to the impulse, to let the Black flow freely, but the first sentence in Mira’s primer had been: ‘A little Black Magic goes a long way’, and I wasn’t going to second-guess her.

I pushed against my instincts and used the Black only to empower those sections of the Spell that called for it, taking my time even though I felt the urge to just do something. I seemed to be a little less inclined to patience now, which was dangerous. It was like I was wrestling with myself while casting one of the most complicated Spells I’d ever attempted, and it was not pleasant.

No wonder Black Magicians tended to go insane and self-destruct.

There; it was ready. Actually, it was perfect. The construct felt beautiful to my senses; just right. My heart rate picked up. It felt so natural, like this was what I’d been born to do.

I cast the Spell, and it was a moment of triumph the likes of which I’d rarely experienced, as if some missing part of my world had just slipped into place.

Three strands of Black Magic led the way, leaping into the three victims and transfixing the Curses with my Will before they could activate, locking them down and cutting them off from my friends. The rest of the Spell went into action; Constructs sank into the crystals and created a lattice of energy that should mimic the signature of a human brain just enough to fool anyone watching on the other end.

Lastly, with a tiny pulse of Magic, my Spell carefully slid the Curses off the brains, and into the artificial minds within the crystals. The lattices started to glow, first a bright gold, and then an ugly red as the Curses took hold of their new home.

Carefully, I picked up the crystals and returned them to their box. It was Warded, and would reveal nothing until we were ready.

Three sets of lungs started to inflate more evenly. They were just sleeping now.

One, last thing to do.

Again, I prepared a Spell.

This one was mostly Black Magic.

I started with Hellstrom. If something went horribly wrong, best it be with her. I don’t like to use a word like ‘expendable’, because she wasn’t... but she was more expendable than Demise or Cassandra.

My Magic sank into her. I was very careful, poor focus could be disastrous with the Black. But without it, I’d never even have been able to get a grip on what I was looking for.

With it, though... no problem.

My Magic surrounded Hellstrom’s Well, where I had it seep into the energy left behind by the Inquisition’s Venom. By the poison that had robbed her of her powers.

It was already fading, maybe a week or two left before it was gone completely, but why wait? I made sure that I had a grip on all that foreign energy, and then I drew it out, like pulling a rotten tooth.

Her Well brightened immediately, and her Magic started to flow properly once again.

I grinned and moved on.

I’d just finished with the last of them just as Cassandra was beginning to stir.

She groaned, stretching like a cat before opening her eyes.

I had to clear my throat; there was another mysterious lump in there...

There had been a minute when I’d feared I’d never see those eyes again.

I smiled and she blinked up at me.

“Matty?” she said groggily, her hand going to my scarred cheek. “Is this a dream?”

A tear fell out of her eye.

“Sister-mine, if this is the face you dream about, then we probably need to have a chat,” I said, capturing her hand and squeezing it gently.

She blinked again, reaching up with her other hand to touch my arm and then my face.

She sobbed. “How?” she managed.

“Magic. Obviously.”

She leapt up and wrapped both arms around me hard enough to throttle me.

“Air! Not a Demigod anymore, air!” I gasped.

She relaxed her grip a little, looking into my eyes.

She swallowed.

“I can feel it,” she whispered. “You used the Black didn’t you?”

“It was that or four different flavours of death,” I said, waving at her and the others.

She looked around, finally realising where she was.

“What the hell?” she managed.

I explained briefly about the coma and what had happened since she’d been Cursed as Demise rolled over started scratching her bottom, apparently still unaware of her audience. I used my Will to pull her blanket over her waist.

Once I was done, Cassandra pulled my face around so she could look me in the eyes.

She stared for ages, seeking something only she could understand.

“You’re different,” she said. “Less you and yet more you. It’s... odd.”

“Odd-good, or odd-you-need-to-stick-me-with-something-sharp?”

She laughed and pulled me into another hug. She kissed my cheek.

“Odd,” she clarified. “But you were always odd.”

“Said she in the kitty-pyjamas.”

She froze, then her eyes slid slowly downwards.

She made a very strange squealing noise; like an old kettle coming to the boil.

I smirked.

“Hold still, Mathew, I must remove this image from your mind,” she said, raising a fist.

“Too late. Tethys already made it her screensaver.”

“Everyone must die. I’m sorry... wait, do I have my Magic back?”

“Black Magic’s great isn’t it?”

“You used the Black on me?!” she squawked, touching herself all over as if to make sure nothing had turned into a tentacle. Which, to be fair, was a risk if I’d screwed it up.

That was why I’d started with Hellstrom.

“Yep. And sorry, but you may be up a cup-size. Will and intent and all...”

She emitted a delightful, strangled squawk, her hands going immediately to her chest, which she then proceeded to squeeze in a most distracting fashion for quite some time. Eventually, she figured out that I was messing with her, glared volcanically, and socked me in the gut.

“Worth it...” I wheezed as I slid to the ground.

“Do you mind?! I’m trying to slee- wait, why am I in a hospital room?”

Hellstrom was awake.

“And why is Graves on the floor?”
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“So what you’re telling me is that we’re up against a mastermind that planned the downfall of Magical Society years in advance, a megalomaniacal Archon and an organisation with access to the worst bioweapons ever made... and that your solution to this problem was to create a brand new Dark Lord for the world to fear?” Hellstrom asked (after showering, brushing her teeth and getting into a suit her butler had brought with him).

We were in the drawing room, where it seemed like every table had been covered in some sort of food: sandwiches, cakes, pastries—anything that could be consumed by hand and in quantity. Much of it had already vanished down the gullets of the three starving Magicians.

“A bit dramatic, don’t you think?” I asked.

“Which part?”

“The Dark Lord bit. Not really my thing.”

“That’s what people are going to think, Mathew.”

“Isn’t that more of an issue for when we aren’t dealing with several world-ending problems?” I asked.

“Maybe, but it’s still going to come up. Especially after Rerek’s nonsense.”

Demise rolled her eyes from behind the Primus. She’d been considerably less agitated than either Cassandra or Hellstrom after waking up. She’d patted my shoulder, said thanks, and that was that. She and Cassandra had paused only briefly to change and wash before hitting the food. It was good to have them back.

Tethys was alternating between hugging her two friends. Both of them seemed to be rather mortified by the attention, but neither had the first idea of what to do about it. It was actually quite sweet.

“Are you worried, is that what this is about?” I asked.

“Of course I’m worried. Are you kidding? Mathew Graves, the Black Magician? They’re dangerous enough when they’re stupid and power-hungry. I can’t even imagine the kind of horror you could get up to if you put your mind to it!”

“Ouch.”

“Well, am I wrong?”

“No. All I can tell you is that I have no more desire to rule the world today than I did yesterday.”

“Too lazy,” Demise muttered between bites of her sandwiches, smirking.

I threw a cushion, which she caught and threw back, smacking me firmly in the chest.

“She has a point, though. The idea of doing that much paperwork horrifies me.”

Hellstrom snorted. “God, I actually believe that.”

I smiled back. “I know that are those who will be afraid of me. That’s inevitable. All I can say is that I am not a monster.”

Hellstrom sighed and leant back in her seat.

“What’s it like?” she asked. “I don’t think anyone’s ever been able to ask a Black Magician that before.”

“No, I don’t suppose they have,” I replied. I took a moment to put my thoughts into order.

“I believe that I am something of a special case,” I said, “there are personality changes, but they aren’t as extreme as I’d been led to believe they would be. That could be the result of any number of things, but I haven’t had a chance to study it or posit theories, yet.”

“What sort of changes?” she pressed.

“My emotions have been amplified, especially the more primal ones. I can see why others went quite mad, or became a danger. Especially if this effect were amplified even further than I’m experiencing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, if you think about it, people seeking Black Magic rarely tend to do so for positive reasons. With the Black taking things like hate, rage, loss, ambition and bloodlust and turning them up to eleven, even a Magician going in with a relatively stable personality could be overwhelmed.”

“And this isn’t a problem for you?”

“I didn’t say that. I do feel those emotions more intensely, my temper is on a shorter fuse, certainly; I’m just not raving,” I said. “I’d like to explain it with the fact that I’m a Shadowborn, and one with a pretty high Affinity, too, but when I first absorbed the Black, I wasn’t, and I could still feel it.”

Hellstrom frowned.

“That would tend to indicate that an Affinity for Shadow Magic is not the element that provides protection against the Black,” she said, “but we’ve never seen a Black Magician who wasn’t a Shadowborn.”

“Not true,” Cassandra said. “The Fellheart wasn’t a Shadowborn, and he was a Black Magician. It’s rare, though.”

That was Benjamin, the Black Magician that destroyed Cassandra’s family and started her hatred for his kind... my kind. I was going to have to deal with that soon. I couldn’t let it fester.

“I might have something to add,” Orpheus said from a chair in the corner.

I hadn’t even noticed him come in.

“Have at it,” I said.

“As you might imagine, my Grandmother has done extensive research on this topic over the years. She doesn’t have a great deal, because it’s so hard to come by sane and reasonable subjects, but she theorised that the reason why Shadowborn have an innate resistance to the warping effects of the Black is that they also have a distinct Affinity for Black Magic.”

“You’re saying Mathew was always a Black Magician?” Cassandra whispered.

“No, I’m suggesting that he always had an Affinity, just like every other Shadowborn. It would explain why he was still able to feel the Black while lacking his Shadows, and why that ability wasn’t taken by the Gods’ Blade when it took them away. It was a separate part of him. And, because his Affinity for the Black was at the Archon level, in theory, the effects on his mind wouldn’t be as pronounced as they would be in a Sorcerer or a Wizard.”

“It fits,” Hellstrom said with a wince. No doubt this conversation was bringing up unpleasant memories for her. Her son was a Shadowborn who’d been exposed to the Black. His lesser affinity and overuse of the power had driven him mad and changed him into a Shaadre: a kind of Shadow monster. He was still locked up somewhere, waiting for a cure that had never come.

At least, not yet...

“Look, whatever the cause, the point is that I’m stable, I’m me, and I’m not going to start kicking puppies or toppling governments... well, except for that government I was already going to topple.”

Hellstrom rolled her eyes.

“Oh, I just know that future generations are going to blame me for you.”

“No they won’t... I’ve already put it on the record that anything I do is Captain Vallaincourt’s fault- Ow!”

“Shut up, Graves,” Cassandra growled, withdrawing her smacking-hand.

I stuck out my tongue.

“Anyway, I know you’re eager to get back to your Conclave and start clearing up the mess, but I would like you to give me a hand with a little theatre, if you wouldn’t mind?”

She raised an eyebrow.

“What sort of theatre?”

“We would pretend that you woke up the in the ambulance with no idea how or who did it.”

“I don’t see a problem, but to what end?”

“Well, neither Rerek nor Ankiala know that I’m back. I plan to maintain that for as long as possible and, if I’m lucky, exploit it to drive a wedge between them.”

“How?”

I explained. She grinned like the Cheshire cat. “Oh, it would be my pleasure,” Hellstrom said, purring to match.

“It would be my preference to keep everything, including your return, a secret for as long as possible, but we need you back in the Conclave,” I added.

“Damn right. That place has almost certainly fallen apart without me.”

I chuckled. She had a point.
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In an ideal world, there would have been time to set up an intricate plot involving misdirection, subterfuge and general sabotage, but there wasn’t. Hellstrom had to go back to the Conclave, and I needed a way to do that which didn’t point right at me.

To be honest, I didn’t know how long I’d be able to keep my restoration a secret, but I intended to try for as long as possible.

So, time for a bit of sneakiness.

It didn’t take long for Tethys to find a number for me.

She picked up after the first ring.

“What could you possibly want?” Ankiala said, a chortle in her voice. “To beg? I’ll listen.”

I smiled, though I kept it from my voice.

“I called to ask what game you’re playing,” I said, affecting a croak and a stifled cough. It actually sounded rather pathetic (as it was supposed to). “Why would you go to all the trouble of Cursing my people only to let them go? You’re not fooling me again, Ankiala.”

There was a second of silence.

And then she recovered like she hadn’t been surprised.

“I can’t be merciful?” she said. “I can’t throw a little bit of kindness towards a dying man?”

“No,” I replied before coughing wetly.

Eww, I coughed up something nasty...

“You’re no threat to me, Graves. I decided to offer you a little solace in your last weeks. Call it a final payment for being such a good sport. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have business to conduct. Enjoy your friends. Try not to explode all over them when you go.”

She hung up.

I grinned.

Now, with any luck at all, she’d be wondering why Rerek would suddenly release her three prime hostages. Would she assume incompetence? I hoped she would think he did it on purpose; something that would hopefully be borne out when I put the next part of my plan into operation, but that would have to wait a little while.

Hellstrom had done as I’d asked, and there was soon an announcement in the Conclave that she had recovered and would be rejoining them. Already things had calmed down a little, at least in Britain.

The next part of my plan couldn’t go into effect until the next day, when Rerek’s schedule (Tethys again) said he’d be out of sight for a while, so I decided to spend my Monday night making sure that Cassandra’s head didn’t pop off its shoulders.

Two hours after placing my call to Ankiala, I found my Warden punching a bag in the gym. She was in her working-out clothes: tight-fitting shorts and vest with sweat-bands on her wrists and forehead.

“So, are you ready to talk about it yet?” I asked, which startled her enough to send her leaping into the air with a rather hilarious shriek.

“Don’t sneak up on me like that!” she snapped.

“Why? Are you suddenly afraid of me for some reason?” I replied, taking a seat on one of the stands.

She punched the bag hard enough to send it swinging into the ceiling with a heavy thump.

It swung back and she arrested its momentum with another strike, which split a seam and sprayed padding everywhere.

She scowled and turned towards me.

“I know I said that I was okay with this, that if it came down to a choice, you should choose to live, but...”

She sighed and dropped to the mat. She wiped the sweat off her cheeks with her wrist-band.

“But you’d rather all four of us were dead?” I prodded.

She gave me a dry look.

“You know what I mean,” she said.

“Not really. You seem to have gone slightly mad.”

She threw her shoe at me. I dodged for once.

“You haven’t had a proper look at me yet, have you?” I asked.

She’d looked just after waking up, enough to assure herself that I wasn’t a raving lunatic bent on world domination, but she hadn’t felt. Not really.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You are the worst liar I know. Your face is like a big deception-detector. Turns red when you fib.”

She went even redder.

“I’m afraid of what I’ll find,” she confessed.

“I’m not.”

She looked at me. “Really?”

I smiled. “I’m different, not unrecognisable. The dog already gave me his seal of approval.”

She rolled her eyes and sighed.

I felt her open up her Empathic senses. She looked at me very intently, far more than she had earlier.

It took her a while, but slowly, steadily, she started to relax.

“If you’d just done this earlier, you could have spared your punching bag. You monster.”

“Shut up, Mathew.”

“Never.”

“You want training. I can see you’ve grown soft and weak during the last few months.”

“Ha ha, you can’t train me anymore. I’m all fragile and squishy again.”

“But you regenerate when you’re injured, now,” she said evilly, her eyes narrowing.

I swallowed heavily.

“Um...”

She smirked and stood, taking one heavy step after another towards me.

“Stay back, for I am a terrible Black Magician and shall wreak a horrible doom upon you!” I said dramatically.

An eyebrow lifted.

“Worth a try.”

She smiled. “You are such an idiot.”

“So... about the same, then?”

She snorted, sat next to me and leaned on my shoulder.

She was sweaty and slightly smelly, but I wasn’t to mention that while she might still be feeling punchy.

“The dark parts of you are... darker now,” she said gently. “I can feel it. But those parts of you that make you Mathew are just as bright as they ever were, and that confuses the hell out of me.”

“There, there,” I said, patting her head condescendingly. She elbowed me in the ribs.

“I’m terrified that I’ll wake up one day and I’ll have lost you,” she said very softly.

“I’m not going anywhere. I hate travelling.”

She laughed.

“And I don’t want anything that conquering things and harming people would get me,” I said firmly. “Anything I ever wanted, I already have or can get with the application of vast amounts of money. Dark Lord activities are entirely unnecessary.”

“Rationality is not something one generally finds in Black Magicians, Mathew.”

“It is in Sorcerers,” I countered, “what you generally miss is a heart. Am I missing one of those?”

“No.”

“Well, then...”

“Sure, if you’re going to be sensible and rational about the whole thing!”

“Yes, I’m terrible that way.”

Another elbow for my trouble.

She kissed my cheek.

“I’m sorry you had to go through this,” she said. “I hate that you had to do this. And I really hate that you had to do it for me.”

“Good grief, you’re not blaming yourself for this, too?”

“Well, who else is responsible? If it weren’t for me getting poisoned, you’d never have done something this dumb!”

I laughed. “Cassie, if you hadn’t gotten poisoned and I hadn’t done this, then I would be dead in about ten more days, two weeks at the outside. If anything, you saved my life from my own stubbornness.”

Quite possibly true. I probably would have come around to accepting that I needed the Black by then, but I might have been too unstable, too sick or just too damaged to do anything about it at that point.

“Two weeks?!”

“At the outside. Less, more likely.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You were unconscious.”

She pulled on my ear until I begged her to stop.

Then she grabbed me and squeezed very tightly.

“Never let it come that close again,” she whispered, “you can not die on me.”

“That’s the plan,” I wheezed.

“And no turning evil. Promise me.”

“I was already pretty evil, Cassie- oof!”

Right in the guts...

“I love you, little brother,” she said, squeezing even harder. “And if anyone finds out I said that, you will die.”

“Love you too, Cassie,” I wheezed.

We sat like that for a while. She couldn’t seem to let go, and I wasn’t complaining.

Naturally... Tethys.

“Psst! Matty! The bra-hook’s right there! Left hand!” she faux whispered.

Cassandra turned a dark (and red-faced) glare on the Succubus, who just smirked from her spot at the door.

“You two are made for each other,” Cassandra growled before shoving me away and punching my shoulder.

“What did I do?!” I complained, rubbing the offended limb.

“Don’t be a baby. It was only a love-tap!”

“I know love-taps. That was a punch. A hard one!”

“Want another one?” Cassandra growled, raising her fist menacingly.

“A little, actually...”

She rolled her eyes and kicked my shin before walking away.

“Use your words!” I complained again.

“You learn faster when I don’t. Imbecile.”

She walked past Tethys, who darted in as she passed, planting a kiss on her friend’s cheek.

Cassandra wiped the cheek, even redder than before, and poked Tethys in the ribs as she passed.

I shook my head.

“Mm... if she were even a little less straight,” Tethys said once Cassandra was out of earshot.

“God, Tethys... yeugh!”

She giggled and came to sit on my lap.

“You two make up?”

“She’s okay. It’ll be a while before we’re completely back to normal; that’s just going to take some time... and my proving that I’m not evil.”

“You know... the idea of you as a bad-boy isn’t the worst thing I can think of. Just throwing it out there.”

“Sorry. I can’t pull off that much black leather.”

She trembled.

“Oh, there’s an entirely new image.”

She nibbled on my cheek.

I smiled.

Maybe things were actually starting to look up?
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I spent the early part of the night in my laboratory, working on a way of disguising my Magical signature. The solution I came up with wasn’t pretty, but it didn’t really have to be. It just needed to generate large amounts of chaotic Magical energy, and that was relatively easy to manage. The finished article would be done in a day or two.

I went to bed a happy man...

And woke up with a Succubus doing interesting things to me.

She was nuzzling at my neck, her breath hot on my ear.

I smiled as I wrapped my arms around her.

She murmured happily, and her tail slipped around my waist, which was new; Tethys wasn’t big on bringing her otherworldly nature into the bedroom.

Come to think of it, Tethys didn’t normally have a sulphurous tint to her scent, either.

It was musky and alluring, with just a hint of exotic danger built into it, it was actually quite familiar...

“God damn it, Gabby!” I said, suddenly awake, and in more ways than one. I couldn’t help that, in my defence. Succubus. And not like Tethys, who was only part-Demon.

This one was a pureblood, full of Demonic power and allure. Sexiness given form; perfection in a black dress. And that black dress wasn’t exactly demure, either. It drew attention to curves and soft skin; just enough to tantalise, not enough to be vulgar. Her skin was naturally a blood red, much like the shade of my eyes, in fact, but it was pale and ivory-white at the moment. A pair of curling, black horns poked from her shimmering, dark hair.

Gabrielle; the other liaison.

I tried to turn my hips so as not to give myself away, but that was rather a pointless exercise bearing in mind her position. Besides, she could smell when she was getting to someone and there was literally nobody she couldn’t get to. Eunuchs would have stood to attention.

“What? I was just saying hello,” she said, her voice low and sultry.

“Think of my blood pressure!”

“Why? With that much Black Magic in your system, you can’t die from anything involving it.”

I opened my mouth to reply and she smirked when I couldn’t come up with anything coherent.

Again, in my defence, Succubus. Straddling my lap.

Tethys, of course, was quite unaware of all this, remaining in what I assumed was an Enchanted sleep. Succubae were good at that, too. Thank goodness there were rules, or they’d probably be in charge of the planet by now...

“What could you possibly want right now?” I asked with as much dignity as I could muster, which wasn’t very much.

Remember I mentioned that increased libido?

Well, you can imagine what my hormones were doing to me in the moment.

She giggled and sniffed my neck.

“Came to offer our sincere congratulations. And our sympathies on the cruel manipulations of Heaven.”

I gave her a look.

She licked her lips and my brain locked up for a minute, but I soon (mostly) recovered and resumed my glare. She just continued to smile at me throughout, gently kneading my shirt and chest.

“Thank you,” I said once it was clear that my expression wasn’t going to do enough of the talking for me. “Now, would you be so kind as to get off me?”

“Don’t wanna.”

“Gabby, for goodness sake...”

“Really? You’re invoking goodness?”

I sighed and called my Shadows.

God that felt good. The connection was stronger than it had ever been; my control finer and easier.

Great coils and tendrils gathered around the Succubus and gently lifted her off me, depositing her in a nearby armchair.

She pouted.

“Still? Really?” she said. “It’s not like she’d mind!”

“I would. You’re the woman every mother warns their sons about. You could be the poster-girl for too-much-of-a-good-thing.”

She smiled proudly.

“Besides, you are not in my good books at the moment.”

“What did I do?”

I lifted an eyebrow.

Her smile turned distinctly naughty. It increased my heart rate.

“Because I failed to warn you about the Old One? You’re really blaming me for that when even the Angel didn’t warn you?”

“No, I suppose not. But nor am I too willing to forgive it, either.”

“Why? Everything worked out perfectly for you.”

“Oh, yes, I’m so happy being the receptacle for ancient evil.”

She twitched.

“Oh, say that again...” she whispered throatily.

“No.”

“You are no fun! Which is really not what I was expecting when we planned all this.”

“When you what?”

The Demon chuckled. “What, you think that the so-called good guys get to destroy a monster and free seven Angels without us getting something to balance the scales? Like, say... a brand new Black Magician?”

I couldn’t reply for a moment there.

She chuckled. “Yes... dance my puppet, dance!”

I rolled my eyes.

She almost had me there.

“Nice try, Gabby.”

“Just think. Even Feathers would have had to be involved in a plot like that,” she said, sliding back over to me and leaning over the foot of the bed. “She’d have had to permit the temptation. She’d even have had to help prod things in the right direction.”

“Which she wouldn’t. Angels may be ruthless, but they aren’t betrayers.”

She gave me an ‘are you an idiot’ look. “Um... Fallen? Hello?”

“Which Rose is not.”

“You sure? She could have been playing you all this time...”

“Then how did she show up in a church? And why isn’t she here now to gloat?”

“Must you remember every little detail?”

“I rather have to. Demons occasionally show up hoping I’ve forgotten them.”

She harrumphed, dropping the alluring stance and expression.

“Fine. You’ve ruined it, are you happy?”

“Yes, actually. And, so you know, you’re far more attractive to me when you’re not trying so hard.”

“That makes no sense!” she growled.

“When you’re trying, I’m immediately on my guard. I know you’re after something. Why did I tell you that?”

She smirked.

“Subconscious desire to get me into bed?”

Nothing subconscious about it... stupid hormones.

“Ha, ha. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a big day tomorrow,” I said, turning to plump my pillow.

She giggled and came over to perch on the bed next to me.

“I actually do have a Liaison message,” she said, leaning in just a little.

“After the last one, you can keep it.”

“Okay. I’m sure it’s not important,” she said airily. “It’s not like we ever give you helpful information or anything...”

I rubbed at a sudden headache.

“Fine,” I said, “what’s the message?”

“No, no, you’re right. We’re only ever a bother...”

“Gabby!”

“Fine. I’ll whisper it.”

“Couldn’t I persuade you to send an email?”

She shook her head and leaned in so her lips were brushing my ear. My neck erupted with goose-bumps.

“When you only have four choices... take the fifth,” she said.

She nipped my ear, which made me jump.

By the time I recovered, she was gone, leaving her scent lingering in my nose.

Now what the hell did that mean?! What possible use could that be?!

“How was that helpful?!”

“Whassat?!” Tethys said, jolting awake and startling me. “Who are you shouting at?”

“Sorry,” I said. “Liaison.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“The gall of that bitch. You should have woken me, I’d have plucked her slowly,” she said menacingly.

I smiled.

“It was the other one.”

Tethys gulped.

“Ah. Well... that’s different.” Tethys was rather terrified of Gabrielle.

I told her what the Demon had said.

“Helpful as bloody always,” she said once I was done.

I nodded and yawned. She tucked herself in under my chin.

She started sniffing.

“Damn it,” she said.

“What?”

“She didn’t musk you. The first time I can appreciate it, and she stiffs you!”

I laughed.

“Well then, why don’t I see if I can’t gain your interest in... different ways?” I suggested, letting my hands drift down her back.

“I thought you were tired.”

“Well... you rather took care of that with your dirty talk.”

“How was ‘I thought you were tired’ dirty?!” she said with a giggle.

“I don’t know. You pulled it off, though.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Pervert,” she said, lifting her smiling lips to mine.




Chapter 63



It was never a good sign when a Liaison gave me advice. Generally, it meant that I was approaching a situation where a fumble would likely result in us being short either a significant portion of the population or a planet when the dust settled. Why they insisted on dumping these problems in my lap, I do not know. If anyone personified butter-fingers, it was me.

In any event, the advice was useless at the moment. I’d just have to carry on and hope that I didn’t miss my cue.

In the meantime, I had three major problems; Ankiala, Rerek and Yoruba.

We didn’t know where Ankiala was, and Tethys had looked. We couldn’t even unscramble the nightmare of technology and tradecraft that was her phone number, and neither could our contacts at GCHQ. She would have to be drawn out, and that would not be a quick process.

That left Rerek and Yoruba.

Funny though it may sound, Rerek was not actually the larger threat. He was, by some margin, the single most dangerous thing on the board, but he could only be in one place, whereas Yoruba had an army. He had enough bodies to make trouble in any number of locations simultaneously.

He had to go first.

And, if I did it right, there was every chance of driving a wedge between the parties, for a while, at least. Rerek might be fooled, Yoruba, too, but Ankiala was too clever to be misdirected for long. I was just hoping that I could sow enough chaos that it wouldn’t matter.

So, how was I to deal with the most powerful leader in the Magical world?

Well, I was having a bit of trouble with that one. It was hard to concentrate on sensible solutions. My thinking was a little... twisted is probably the best word. Whenever I tried to plot properly, my thoughts kept coming back to inflicting as much pain and terror as I possibly could. I tried to focus, but I came up with some truly nasty things in spite of myself. With what I knew about Yoruba’s government, how it worked and how it was run, I could have brought it crashing down into civil war with an afternoon’s work, turning the African continent into a spinning cauldron of blood and horror.

There was a part of me, a big part, which thought it would be hilarious. I had to fight that part off every time I tried to come up with something reasonable.

In the end, I decided to keep it simple. None of the more complex solutions felt right, not with how my thinking was compromised. I worried that I might do more harm than good, but it wasn’t as if there was someone else I could turn this over to. I’d just have to do my best.

I dressed in a suit, my very best; dark and expensive. I’d hated spending that much money on clothes, but sometimes it was necessary to make an impression.

Besides, it was the sort of thing Rerek would wear.

I didn’t have an Ouroboros, but a piece of silver from my laboratory was easily reshaped by a little molecular Magic into something that looked more or less like a snake chasing its tail.

Then I had to get more silver because I’d forgotten to fashion the pin. Then I stabbed myself with the pin... it was a fiasco.

I eventually finished making myself presentable and finished by replacing my Void Ring with a black signet, simple and familiar; a facsimile of the one Desmond had taken from me. I hated wearing it; it was a cold, dead reminder of what I was still missing.

Then I started the Flesh Magic. An Illusion would have been my preference, but if anything was likely to draw attention to inconsistencies in my disguise, it was an Illusion being detected. All it would take was one of Yoruba’s guards taking a look at my face under Mage Sight and questions would be asked, leading to fire, lightning and a colossal screw-up.

I began with my hair. Turning it blond was no trouble. That was more or less the first Flesh Magic Spell I learned. The problem came when the Black surged, trying to ‘repair’ my alteration. I had to wrestle it back into my Well, and it kept trying to slip out and fix me. I’d have to keep concentrating on it. Annoying, but doable.

Next were the scars on my face. Even before the Black, they’d always come back when I’d tried to fix them, but it generally took a day or so. I wasn’t sure whether that would be the case this time, but as long as I kept the Black under control, it shouldn’t be a problem. I simply repaired them, smoothing out the flesh and returning it to its natural state.

Last up were the eyes. Another simple repair, and I switched the colours around when I was done, so that they’d look like Desmond’s. Cosmetic changes were, at least, rather easy Spells.

When I was done, I looked in the mirror.

Not bad. Hair was a little long, though. Rerek wore his short. I fixed that as best I could and declared myself ready for mischief. I loosened my shoulders and headed for the stairs.

“Ew, that is not sexy,” Tethys said as I appeared in the drawing room.

“Seconded,” Cassandra said with a grimace.

“This is almost exactly what I looked like not four days ago. What are you telling me, here?”

They were suddenly looking at other things. Tethys started whistling innocently.

“Not nice, ladies,” I said. They started sniggering.

Terrific, the Warden-Succubus Axis of Evil had reformed...

“Are you sure you don’t want one of us to go with you?” Cassandra asked.

“And how would that work?”

“I could wear a disguise,” my Warden suggested.

“I have just the outfit,” Tethys said throatily.

“Withdrawn,” Cassandra said with a shudder as she took in the look in Tethys’ eyes.

I chuckled and shook my head. “I’ll be fine,” I said, doing my best to keep the smirk off my face. It would cost too much.

Cassandra stood and came over to me. She plumped my tie and pulled a piece of lint off my shoulder.

“You okay?” she asked. She’d been doing that a lot.

I nodded.

“I’m counting the pieces, Graves. You come back one short and I’ll be annoyed.”

“Yes, Mother.”

She rolled her eyes and swatted my shoulder before smiling warmly at me.

“No screwing around. You go in, you do your thing, you get out. No smelling whatever they have instead of roses, no ogling the dancing girls.”

“There are dancing girls?”

“Dancing girls, you say?” Tethys added, perking up. “Matty, you know how I like souvenirs, right?”

Cassandra rubbed her eyes. “Smyth, you are going the right way for a smacked bottom!” she said, turning a glare on Tethys, and thus missing the chopping motion I was doing by way of a warning...

“Christ, how did you get your trousers off so fast?!” Cassandra squeaked.

“Practice. Now, you said something about discipline?” my girlfriend purred, lifting her bottom into the air.

Cassandra went red and spun around to see me smirking, which earned me a punch.

“What was that for?!” I protested.

“This is your fault!”

“Dear God, how?!”

“She didn’t used to be this brazen. You’ve brought it out in her!”

“Huh?”

“You know what you did.”

“No I don’t.”

“Look, just... go away would you? I need to have a word,” she growled, turning her glare back towards the Succubus.

Now, while that tone had a shrivelling effect on me, it seemed to have the opposite effect on Tethys, and I just did not want to see where this went. It would traumatise me in some manner, I could feel it in my water.

I, sensibly, scarpered.

I came out of my Portal (and after only three unfortunate detours) on a hill overlooking the town of New Karu in Nigeria. I was on the outskirts, in the countryside. It was hot and dusty; what few trees I saw were short and hardy, thin on the ground, interspersed with what I suppose you could call shrubs if you were feeling generous.

The African Council’s main building was located to the south of me, tucked into a valley between New Karu and the capital of Abuja to the west. It was actually a rather impressive building, with eight domes around a central, larger one, all in gold and white.

Naturally, Magic prevented anyone in the area knowing of its existence, which was probably for the best. In a country where the Pureborn government couldn’t afford to pave all its streets, a big gold and marble building would probably have been a bit of a poke in the eye to all the people living in little more than shacks not a mile away.

And speaking of things that would irritate a destitute populace, to the north-east of me was Yoruba’s palace. It was very different to the Council Building, but no less stunning, reminding me of the Taj Mahal. There was a five-storey cylinder at the centre, topped with an intricately-carved dome, with slightly shorter towers at each corner of a square wall. Again, marble and gold were the prominent materials. The central cylinder was covered in yet more detailing and statuary, as were the towers. I couldn’t see a seam anywhere in the whole thing; it was like it had been carved from a single chunk of rock. Truly a beautiful place.

Which part of me thought would look just fantastic if it were on fire...

I shook my head to banish the thought.

That wasn’t me. I wasn’t like that.

Was I?

Was it the Black getting to me, or was it the Black simply bringing out that part of me?

In either event, I didn’t like it.

I opened another Portal to cover the distance between my hill and a dark crevice where I could enter the Shadow Realm.

Which I should have done in the first place. I’d gotten too used to Portals, lately.

I drifted into the Palace’s Shade. Linking with the Shadows, I listened for voices and made my way towards Yoruba’s.

At the centre of the palace was an open space three stories tall, full of galleries and alcoves. Every arch, step and rail was perfectly made and beautifully shaped, elegant and graceful, all in the same gleaming white stone. The interior was just as much a work of art as the outside. I opened a tiny Gate near the ceiling so I could see out and get a better lay of the land.

It was a Tuesday afternoon, and the building belonged to a man who had troops potentially in harm’s way. One might have expected him to be hard at work; making preparations, meeting with his generals or allies, talking to diplomats, economists or strategists...

Yoruba was throwing a party.

A big one.

The floors were covered in rich rugs and cushions. Dozens of people lazed about, listening to soft music played by a live band, eating, chatting and watching the promised dancing girls (or the less interesting dancing men).

Yoruba was at the centre of it all on a raised dais, surrounded by the visibly wealthy or the beautiful. He wore a colourful robe that left his toned chest bare and he grinned as he flirted with a truly lovely young woman. She was tall and fine-featured, her dark skin shiny and glamorous, her curly hair all up in gold and rubies.

The scene brought to mind an ancient sultan at court, ruthlessness and corruption surrounded by opulence, beauty and wealth. A perfect, red apple with a rotten core.

God, it would be so easy to end him. One little piece of Flesh Magic and it would be done. I could even make it look like an aneurism if I wanted to be subtle... but I didn’t really want that. I wanted these people, who supported a man trying to murder four people precious to me, to be afraid. To look at every shadow and wonder if I was hiding there...

I shook my head again.

What was happening to me?

I closed the Gate and slipped away from the ceiling’s Shade. I looked for a convenient spot and made my way into an empty room near Yoruba’s dais, which was probably supposed to be a smaller audience chamber or even a throne room, going by the platform at one end.

I opened a Gate and slid through, striding out and back towards Yoruba as if I owned the place.

Guards were lining the walls, but they didn’t appear startled by my presence. One or two even bowed. I pretended to ignore them.

“Yoruba,” I said as I approached the platform. “We have a problem.”

“Lord Rerek?” Yoruba said groggily. His eyes were unfocussed, the movements of his head and shoulders slightly weaving.

He’d taken something. Good grief, did the insanity of the Triumvirate know no bounds? Magicians did not take mind-altering chemicals. Full-stop. It was an awful idea.

And yet there he was, a world leader, a man with tremendous personal and political power, either drunk or stoned off his gourd. What a mess...

“Come with me,” I said firmly.

“Maybe later,” he slurred, “I’m busy with my friends just now. Why don’t you join us?”

“It concerns our mutual interests,” I said, hoping that there were, in fact, mutual interests. There should be, I doubted that Yoruba was helping Rerek out of the goodness of his shrivelled little heart.

He frowned. It took him a minute.

“Interests?” he managed. “You mean the... the things?”

For Heaven’s sake...

“Yes, all that. And also the other things. I think only you can fix this to my satisfaction.”

He nodded vigorously. Too vigorously. He head clanged off a metal jug. He didn’t seem to notice. He struggled to his feet and I used my Shadows to help him. I made sure to make them deliberately showy, too, just to really hammer home my disguise.

“Thanks,” he said... while facing away from me. Even the people on his dais were shaking their heads and looking away, except for the pretty lady. She gave me a smile, which I enjoyed.

I opened a Portal, not wishing to push my luck any further, and surreptitiously shoved him through. He instantly fell over, face-planting into a sand dune. I nodded to the lady and followed him.

I shut the Portal behind me and smiled at my enemy.

“What the hell?” he snarled, spitting sand out of his mouth. “What are you playing at, Rerek?!”

He darted to his feet; and fell over again.

I shook my head and knelt next to him. I touched his head and slipped into his mind.

Again, the temptation for horror surged; but again, I pushed it back.

Just.

And I do mean just. It actually seemed to be getting harder and harder to control my less wholesome instincts as time went on.

It took him a moment to realise what I was doing, and by then it was far too late for him to do anything about it. Yoruba was soon screaming as I pushed deeper and deeper into his mind. He then got to feel it as I destroyed great tracts of his memory, wiping out nearly three hundred years of Magical study and knowledge. I went a step further, frying the brain tissue that held the information so that nobody could restore it. He choked and collapsed, thrashing against the psychic shock and physical damage.

I could have put him to sleep for that, but I wasn’t feeling anywhere near merciful enough. I wanted him to feel himself fragmenting, to experience the loss in real time, knowing that there was nothing he could do about it.

Next was a series of mental blocks, big, ugly and sturdy. Not like my normal work at all. The kind of thing a powerful amateur would shove into a brain if he wanted them to last.

The kind of thing Rerek would use.

It didn’t take very long, ten minutes or so, but when I was done, Yoruba had lost every scrap of Magical knowledge he had, and the blocks would prevent him using his Magic, so he wouldn’t be relearning it, either.

Not that it would have made a difference in the end, but Yoruba might have put up at least something of a fight if he hadn’t been trolleyed. If nothing else, he might have felt better about himself.

Oh well.

“Why?” he gasped once I’d slid out of his mind.

His voice was full of grief and loss.

“You failed me,” I growled, channelling my doppelganger.

“I did everything you asked!”

“And yet the Garrison stands.”

“You told me to leave them alone for now!”

“And you believed me? Idiot.”

“I’ll kill you for this,” he whispered. “If it’s the last thing I do... I’ll kill you.”

“That might be tricky. You see, this island isn’t on any charts,” I said, gesturing around us. “It’s not even in the right hemisphere for a search party that might come looking for you. If one comes looking at all. So, even if you could kill me, which you can’t, you’d need to get to me... which you also can’t.”

His lip started to tremble.

“Have fun,” I said as I conjured another Portal.

He tried to rush me. I cast a Spell that depolarised the nerves below his waist, rendering him temporarily paralysed. It also caused him to release his bowels. Oops.

“Try to think of this as an all-expenses-paid holiday to a tropical paradise,” I said as I stepped through my Portal. “A very long one.”

The last I heard of Yoruba was a long, drawn-out howl of rage and hate that warmed the cockles of my heart.




Chapter 64



I got back to Clarion and... I can’t even begin to explain what I found in the drawing room.

“Cassie?”

“Yeah Matty?”

“Why has my girlfriend been tied up with her own underwear?”

“Because she threw them at me and needs to learn respect for her possessions,” she replied evenly.

“And you’re sitting on her because...?”

“Only way to keep her from taking off my underwear.”

“In my defence, her dirty talk got me all riled up,” Tethys explained, kicking out with her feet and doing exactly nothing.

“All I said was ‘pull your pants up’!”

“Are you sure? I heard pants...”

I blinked several times. Cassandra rolled her eyes.

“How did it go?” Cassandra asked me, adjusting her grip so she could face me properly.

“Ooh, just like that,” Tethys purred as Cassandra moved.

“Stop making this weird.”

“Said the woman sitting on a naked Succubus,” Tethys replied with a giggle.

I shook my head.

“If the Succubus didn’t want to get sat on, she shouldn’t have misbehaved,” Cassandra pointed out, quite reasonably, really.

“And if the Succubus did want to get sat on?” Tethys said throatily.

Cassandra went red again. “Must you?” she growled.

“Cass, if you’re trying to get me to behave, you might want to use a different tone,” Tethys said, biting her lip.

“How do you live with this, exactly?” Cassandra said, looking at me with a long-suffering expression.

“With great pleasure, for the most part,” I replied with a smirk.

“God, you are made for each other,” she said, carefully pulling back before letting go.

Tethys uncoiled beautifully, stretching languidly and exposing... everything.

My brain ground to a halt.

Cassandra had to snap her fingers in front of my face to get my attention.

“Hm?” I managed.

“I asked how everything went,” she said. “Twice.”

“Sorry,” I said as my eyes drifted back to the stretching beauty.

Cassandra grabbed my ear.

“Ow! Why?”

“Perv on your own time. What happened?”

“Dropped him on a desert island under the very distinct impression that Rerek is a bastard,” I said quickly.

“I still can’t believe you bought an island just so you’d have a place to drop people you don’t like.”

“Well, you won’t let me plop them in New Zealand anymore.”

“The government, Matty. The government won’t let you.”

“Meh.”

“You are incorrigible, you know that?”

“Yes. Rather proud of it, actually.”

She shook her head and turned her eyes Heavenward.

I grinned.

Tethys, unfortunately, had located her clothes and was dressed again when I looked back. I frowned and she blew me a kiss.

“Any problems?” Cassandra asked. “Anybody recognise you?”

“Don’t think so.”

“But? I sense a ‘but’.”

“It’s always about the ‘butt’ with her,” Tethys interjected with an eyebrow wiggle.

Cassandra snorted.

“Oh, how come she gets to make puns, but when I do it you throw things at me?” I complained.

“She’s better at it.”

“I would dispute that.”

“You would fail.”

I harrumphed and Cassandra elbowed me.

“Now stop procrastinating and tell me what the problem was.”

I sighed. “I...”

I frowned, how did I put it so I didn’t sound like a psychopath?

“Just lay it out,” Cassandra suggested.

“Okay. I wanted to hurt them. Not just Yoruba, everyone there. I wanted them screaming and in pain. I wanted to set them against each other and watch as they tore their Conclave apart. If it weren’t for a pretty girl smiling at me, I may well have gone back and burned the palace down out of spite.”

Cassandra frowned. “How bad is the craving? Can you control it?”

“So far. But it’s like an itch in my mind. I can’t seem to shake the nastier ideas. They’re interfering with my ability to plan. There were better ways to use this opportunity. I couldn’t think of them because all I wanted to do was hurt someone. It’s making me stupid. And dangerous.

“When it comes to the people I care about, I’m no different than I was before. I’d never lay a finger; I’m certain of that. But I worry about what I might do when I’m out in the world and I’m dealing with people I don’t know, or actively dislike.”

Cassandra puffed out a breath. Tethys came over to hold my hand.

“The idea of taking a life used to be utterly repellent to me. Even thinking about killing someone used to make me feel sick. Now... it’s not that I want to, but I don’t feel the same revulsion, either. It is easier, and that horrifies me. All it’s going to take is one bad decision, one moment of anger, and I’ll have blood on my hands.”

Cassandra patted my shoulder. “Well... I told you not to play with the Black, didn’t I?”

Oh, I gave her such a look. “Thanks, Cassie, very helpful.”

“Didn’t I tell you that it was bad for you?”

“Yes, Cassie. Thanks again.”

“I mean, it’s not like there’s a long list of sane Black Magicians who came before you.”

“Why?” I asked plaintively.

“And let’s not forget that you’ve met quite a few yourself, and they weren’t great people either. That should have been something of a clue.”

“Tethys, feel free to have at her again, I’ll help.”

The Succubus snorted and pressed herself into my side.

“My point is that you knew that something like this was coming. So, suck it up.”

“Just like that?”

“Yep. And if you could stop being a little girl about it, too, I’d appreciate it.”

“Why are you always so grumpy?”

“This isn’t grumpy, this is bored. Ooh, I’m so terrible, I think dark thoughts... pfft. I think worse things every time I stub my toe.”

“So... you’re not worried?” I asked, my voice very quiet. “About me?”

“You’re family, idiot. I’m always going to worry about you. Am I worried about you becoming the next big thing in dictatorships? No. You’re too lazy.”

I harrumphed again. Tethys sniggered.

“I’m not saying you’re wrong, but there had to be a better way to put that!”

“Sorry, sorry, give me a sec... okay. Oh, I could never be afeared, Mathew, for your nobility and purity of spirit-”

“Oh shut up.”

Cassandra grinned evilly and swatted my arm.

“I was worried, I’ll admit” she said, “and I still am, but for you, not for the people stupid enough to make a Black Primal pissed off enough to kill them.”

“Thank you?”

She rolled her eyes.

“If it were up to me, I’d keep you safe, calm and away from danger until you’d restored your emotional control, which you will eventually, but we know that circumstances prevent that. Just do your best, Mathew. That’s always been enough for me.”

“Oh, that is your worst guilt-trip to date!”

“But it worked, didn’t it?”

I muttered darkly and Cassandra kissed me on the forehead.

“You’ll be fine. Mercy is in with your bones, Graves. I fully expect what could only be described as atrocities in your near future, but nothing you won’t be able to put right given enough time.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said with a shudder.

“I am. As always.”

“No comment,” I replied with a smile of my own.

“Wise. For once,” she said, thumping my arm anyway. “Now, didn’t you have a certain phone call you wanted to make?”

I smirked.

“Indeed I did.”

“Put it on speaker, I want to hear this.” Tethys said, nuzzling my cheek as she handed me a slip of paper and my mobile (I’d left the latter at home in case there was a clever technologist on site).

I took a seat and dialled the number on the paper.

It rang only once before being picked up.

“Whoever this is, you’d better have a damned good reason for calling,” Rerek growled.

“You have a problem,” I croaked, my voice raspy and thick. I tried to channel drunk-Yoruba mixed with what I’d sounded like the last time I’d had a sore throat.

“Graves?” he chuckled. “You do not sound good, old boy.”

“Charming. And I repeat. You have a problem.”

“Do I now? This should be good. I need a laugh.”

“Half an hour ago, you came to my house and offered me a deal. You said you’d remove the Magicians besieging the Garrison in exchange for a not insignificant amount of money.”

“You don’t say?” he said dryly.

“Now, naturally, I had no way of knowing that it wasn’t you, but one of my Wardens did. Would you like to know who she saw?” I rasped.

Tethys had her hands over her mouth trying not to laugh; Cassandra had to look away.

“Sure, why not?”

“Your good friend. Ankiala.”

“Oh my Gods. I must immediately go forth and lay siege to her fortress,” Rerek said dryly.

“She also asked for one more thing.”

“Dazzle me.”

“She asked for one of my weapons. One of the staffs I used against Behemoth. My last one, in fact. You’re familiar, I believe?”

He chuckled.

“And why, oh why, would I possibly believe you?”

“Oh, you absolutely shouldn’t. Not only is this exactly the sort of trick I would play on you, it’s more or less the only one I could play with the resources you’ve left me.”

“I was just thinking that.”

“As well you should.”

“And it also raises the question of why you’d warn me at all. You don’t like me very much, Graves.”

“No, but I hate her more. And she might well kill you if she catches you unaware with a weapon I made; that’s what they were designed for, after all. I don’t want either of you in any sort of power, and with you dead, there’s not a very great deal that could act as a foil to her and her damned Snakes.”

I could feel the cogs in his head start to crank into life...

“Believe me or don’t,” I continued. “I don’t really care. I’ve done what I can; I’m not wasting what little time I have left doing more.”

I hung up and massaged my throat. That raspy voice was murder on the vocal chords...

“Hi,” Tethys said throatily, her nose suddenly up against my cheek.

She liked it when I played dirty tricks.

“Hi,” I said with a grin, turning towards her.

Her eyes were smouldering and the expression on her face was simply delightful.

“Do you think he believed you?” Cassandra asked, dragging my mind away from more interesting places.

“No way,” I said. “He’s not an idiot. However, when people start asking him where he took Yoruba, he might start to then.”

“This could blow up in your face, you know,” Cassandra said. “They’ll almost certainly figure it out eventually.”

“Maybe. But, with any luck, it’ll be too late by then. Now, it’s just a matter of waiting until that fishing boat I hired ‘stumbles across’ Yoruba’s island, and then the fun can really start.”

“I don’t like that this whole plan relies on Yoruba doing exactly what you expect him to; that’s risky,” Cassandra pointed out.

“Not as risky as you’d think. Blocks weren’t the only things I left in his head. He’ll do what we need him to.”

Tethys made a rather interesting sound.

“And when somebody discovers what you’ve ‘left’ in his head?”

“Aside from the blocks, which are meant to be found, what I put in there is more subtle than the stuff Myrddin left in Tethys. Kron might be able to find something if she knew she had something to look for, but I wouldn’t guarantee it.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t plan properly,” Cassandra said with a warm smile.

“I said that I couldn’t plan without wanting to inflict misery... which this counts as, I think.”

Tethys shivered, tracing her finger along my ear.

Cassandra sighed. “Well... close enough.”

“God, I hope so,” I said.

“Or not. Either way works for me,” Tethys whispered in my ear.

Loved my girlfriend...




Chapter 65



Okay, so I wasn’t quite firing on all cylinders, but I had, at least, managed to set one moderately cunning (if slightly evil) plan into motion.

But it wasn’t enough.

Well, I say that, but, practically, it was. More than enough, really.

But I wanted to do more; I needed to.

And Cassandra was no help reining me in. When she found out who I wanted to go after next, she was not only all for it, she got more than a little aroused at the idea of a Black Magician going after the man, which was just disturbing.

“You realise that you’re supposed to be the sane one, right?” I said as I finished dressing.

It was a day after dropping Yoruba off on my little island ‘paradise’, which gave me another eighteen to twenty hours before those chirpy little Bermudans Tethys had hired found and ‘rescued’ him.

That should be enough time for him to stop wailing and start plotting his terrible revenge, but not so long that he’d try to kill himself. Hopefully, he’d have had the nous to start a signal fire, which should help sell it a bit.

“Not on this,” Cassandra said. “I want him screaming.”

She was pacing back and forth behind me. Tethys was sprawled on my bed, following the other woman with her eyes. She licked her lips every now and then; the Succubus reminded me of a cat eyeing up an ailing bird.

“Didn’t we just have a talk about keeping me under control?” I reminded my friend as I slipped on my suit jacket. It wasn’t as expensive as the one I’d worn to deal with Yoruba, but it was still decent, dark with grey pin-stripes and a waistcoat.

I wasn’t wearing a disguise this time. I wanted him to know who’d come for him. Besides, it wasn’t like he’d be in a position to tell anyone it was me once I was done with him.

“I’ll do it later,” Cassandra replied with a wave of her hand.

Tethys chortled. I shook my head.

“And you’re sure you shouldn’t be talking me out of this?” I asked as I turned off the light in my bathroom and opened a Shadow Gate in the resulting gloom.

“Nope. Take pictures.”

“My conscience, ladies and gentlemen,” I said with a sigh as I stepped through my Gateway.

He was asleep when I arrived, alone in an otherwise empty house. His servants lived in their own buildings, too far away to hear a thing. There were guards, but only two, manning a small post next to the only gate leading onto the grounds.

His was an untroubled sleep, unburdened by nightmare or physical malady. The sleep of the guiltless.

The bedroom was opulent, furnished in ebony, gold and silk. His bed was a four-poster, intricately carved and ancient, the walls covered in beautiful, carved panels where there weren’t cupboards filled with expensive clothing.

There was no trace of a woman’s touch; no softness or brightness, no trace of dress or jewellery. He was alone and had always been so, except for the professional ladies his wealth had allowed him to hire with regularity (Tethys’ intelligence network had been working overtime lately). Were it any other man, I’d simply have released that information along with some incriminating photographs and let his own people eat him alive.

But this was Zion Trios, the betrayer; the murderer.

A scandal simply wasn’t enough for me.

I emerged from my Gate and cast a Muffling Spell that would keep me unheard.

I chose an antique chair in the corner and sat before sending my Magic into the air above the house.

Clouds soon formed, then burst into rain that was soon followed by flashes of lightning and claps of thunder.

I slipped his curtains open when the thunder didn’t wake him and increased the power of the storm.

Only when a bolt struck the garden outside the window did he shoot upright with a distressed bark, sagging in relief when he saw that it was only the weather.

His breathing slowed and he slid back under the covers.

“Hello Zion,” I said quietly.

He froze, swallowing.

“L-L-Lord Rerek?” he whispered, recognising the voice.

“Try again.”

There was silence for a moment before he got it... and realised just how deep in the shit he was.

“No! You can’t be here, you’re powerless; they promised!”

He darted out of bed, running for the door, which he discovered to be blocked by a bank of Shadow. He was quick; I have to give it to him. He wasted no time pissing about and spun to face me. Lightning flickered around his hands before a bolt as thick as my arm shot out and slammed into my chest.

My Aura absorbed most of the hit. What little energy was left over barely scorched my suit.

“Ouch,” I said dryly as smoke curled lazily from the tiny hole in my lapel, right over my heart; good aim.

I stood and straightened my jacket.

“It wasn’t what it looked like, Graves; they forced me!”

“That is a lie,” I replied, my tone even and steady as I took one careful step after another towards him. I appeared calm, but my rage simmered and bubbled just below the surface, threatening to overwhelm me.

My plan had been to dismember, blind and deafen him before leaving him trapped inside his own skull with only his nightmares for company, but that didn’t seem... enough. It wouldn’t be painful enough; degrading enough.

Lightning flashed and the light flickered through the room, catching on gold and silver. My eye was drawn to a clothes stand in the corner, where a pristine suit had been hung for the next day. The light had struck a familiar, serpentine badge.

I smiled as a better idea came to me.

“I swear to you,” he said, backing away, “it wasn’t my fault!”

I chuckled. It wasn’t a pleasant sound.

He waited until I was a step closer, then he charged me, moving with a blinding speed one wouldn’t normally associate with someone who’d spent so many years sitting down and who’d never been in an actual fight besides. But then he was a Demigod, and one descended from the Kings at that.

Didn’t help him, though.

A Spell met him half way and blocked the signals from his motor cortex to his limbs.

He flopped over well before he would have reached me, his nose breaking as he hit the carpet.

I knelt next to him, using my Will to turn him over.

“I can’t feel my arms and legs,” he whispered.

“No, I don’t suppose you can,” I said as I called on the Black lurking in the walls of my Well.

Warmth filled me from my head to my toes as my power flowed.

I concentrated hard.

“You really shouldn’t have killed my friend, Zion,” I said as I laid my fingers on his forehead.

“I’m sorry!” he wailed.

“Not yet, you aren’t,” I said.

I met his eyes.

“But you will be.”

Whatever he saw in my eyes caused his bowels and bladder to loosen and he whimpered in terror.

I smiled. My power flowed into his body, and Zion’s flesh melted like wax in a furnace, his form twisting and reshaping according to my Will.

In the last few moments Zion Trios had as a man, he screamed in agony and fear before blacking out.

I laughed. It was an awful, horrible sound.




Chapter 66



“Why won’t you tell me what you did?” Cassandra asked.

She’d been harping on about this since I’d gotten back from Atarakis. She just wouldn’t let it go.

“I told you.”

“Not in detail!” she protested, leaning towards me.

“You don’t want to know, Cassie. You’ll have nightmares. I had nightmares and I did it.”

Seriously. I may have taken things just a smidge too far on that one.

We were in the library. Tethys was in one of the armchairs, chuckling at our conversation while I worked at my desk. Cassandra was in one of the seats opposite me. Fidgeting.

I was trying to research the idea of combining Spirit Summoning with Black Magic, like I had with Entropy during my fight with Proteus. I was having trouble, though. From what I could glean, I would either produce one of the most powerful weapons ever, or I’d end up causing a minor apocalypse. It was probably better to wait until I’d recovered Mira to try it (and yes, that was a priority... and part of the plan). Still, it might be fun to give it a teensy test run. Let’s see, which parts of the planet could I do without?

“Mathew, why are you looking at the map like that?” Cassandra asked warily.

“No reason.”

“Please tell me what you did to Zion,” she said, standing to perch on the desk next to me.

“No.”

“I’ll sulk.”

“Would that be a quiet state in any way? Ow!”

I rubbed my offended ear while Tethys snickered.

“Respect your elders,” Cassandra said with a glare.

“I hear you... you’re saying you want a cardigan for Christmas.”

“I will brain you, Graves!”

“Should an elder really be straining herself like that-ack! Cassie, I need that ear for hearing!”

“What was that about my age?”

“Nothing! I didn’t say anything!”

She released my ear.

“Implied plenty, though.”

She made a fist.

Thankfully, the phone rang.

“Just a sec, Cassie, that’s Hellstrom’s ringtone,” I said as I picked it up.

“This isn’t over, Graves,” she growled softly. I stuck out my tongue.

“Graves,” I said, putting it on speaker.

“You’ll never believe who just called me,” Hellstrom said, a distinctively smug tone in her voice.

“Do tell.”

“It seems that Triumvir Yoruba was abducted from his palace two days ago, before being marooned on a desert island with his Magic blocked.”

“No,” I said levelly, “that’s terrible. Who ever would have done such a terrible thing?”

Hellstrom snorted.

“Funny you should ask. Apparently the First Shadow may have had something to do with it.”

“Oh, that unprincipled monster,” I replied.

Cassandra rolled her eyes. Tethys had to cover her mouth.

“Quite. The Triumvir is not a happy man. He’d like a word with both of us. I’ve set it up for this afternoon. Can you be... ready then?”

“Of course.”

“Three o’clock. Don’t be late.”

“When am I late?”

“You’re currently very late delivering those Archons I ordered.”

“Hey!”

She laughed and hung up.

Cassandra was holding in a chuckle. Tethys wasn’t even trying.

“Seriously, could a few people at least pretend to be afraid of me?”

“Tell me what you did to Zion and I’ll consider it,” Cassandra replied.

“I said pretend, that would actually make you afraid of me.”

“God, Graves, what did you do?”

“Perverted nature, decency and humanity to create an abomination against God and all creation.”

Cassandra blinked.

“Fine, don’t tell me,” she said with a pout.

I smiled and went back to my notes. I had a little time before what might prove to be a very interesting meeting, and this was a potentially game-changing avenue of study...

Preparing my disguise for this one was tricky. I had to look like I was decaying, and my Flesh Magic skill-set hadn’t really been in the direction of cosmetic alteration, not to that extent. Thankfully, Orpheus’ was.

He actually did rather a spectacular job recreating my former appearance, complete with blonde hair, Behemoth-scars and dead eye. He also reddened my skin, adding blisters in places, he even put burst capillaries in the other eye to add a little flavour. He weakened the blood vessels in my fingernails so that they bled a little, added a few benign blood clots into my large muscle groups and ulcerated my stomach lining just enough to fool Flesh Sight, but not so much that I’d risk throwing up blood. The attention to detail was truly masterful; combined with my brand new Falsehood Amulet—which would give the impression of a wildly fluctuating Magical Signature—I should fool just about anyone who wasn’t Palmyra or Kron.

“Eww... even less sexy than before!” Tethys complained as I limped out of the lift.

“Give us a kiss,” I said wetly, shuffling towards her.

She squealed and darted behind Cassandra, who was standing with Demise.

Orpheus laughed and handed me a walking stick. “Try not to ham it up too much, Graves.”

“Don’t ruin this for me.”

“Don’t ruin this for us,” he countered.

“Are you just determined for me to have no catharsis at all?”

“I know what you did to Zion, you’ve had plenty of catharsis.”

“How does he know?!” Cassandra protested.

“I was alright with him not sleeping.”

“What sort of a child do you think I am?!” Cassandra growled.

“One that didn’t learn not to hit when she’s upset.”

“I’ll bet you think saying that means that I won’t hit you for saying I was a child, don’t you?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“No, but you didn’t disagree, either!”

“I’m not feeling very well,” I whimpered, crouching over and looking at her pleadingly.

“I know it’s a disguise, you idiot. You’re not in any pain. Yet.”

“Ladies, Graves... we’re going to be late,” Orpheus said with a long-suffering sigh.

We both turned to him with a frown. We were enjoying that.

Orpheus rolled his eyes.

“I’m working for weirdoes,” he muttered before opening a Portal to the Old Conclave Building.

“This isn’t over,” Cassandra whispered.

“You keep saying that, and then you forget. Is that on account of you being an elder, as you keep reminding me?”

“Tell me something, Mathew dear, do you think I’m likely to forget that?” she asked sweetly. A chill went up my spine.

“Maybe it’s time I took a little trip to a desert island...”

“Not the worst idea,” she said as she preceded me through the aperture. Demise went after her, smirking as well. Damn, it was good to have those two back. Orpheus and Clarke were good people to have around, but they couldn’t be Cassandra and Demise. Nobody could.

Tethys waved goodbye and I gave her a lascivious look that had her laughing. I saw many opportunities for disguise-related mischief in the future.

The Conclave wasn’t especially full that day. What few people there were gasped or even shrieked at the sight of me. I didn’t blame them; I wasn’t a treat for the senses; hunched over, bleeding, bright-red, with pus dribbling out of various things. Orpheus really did good work. I had to look into the Alteration side of Flesh Magic. That was the branch that gave Magicians direct control over their bodies and allowed them to take on different shapes. Not really my thing, but it was an arrow to have in my quiver.

Cassandra knocked on the door to Hellstrom’s outer office and was told to come in.

We were announced and entered to find Hellstrom along with a couple of her people, plus Yoruba and three bodyguards.

The Triumvir looked good for someone who’d been stuck on a deserted island for two days. He was in an immaculate, dark blue suit, with a bright tie. There was gold on his fingers, in his cuffs and pinning the tie; his eyes were bright and furious. He could have come out of a meeting rather than a rescue boat (which some malicious soul had made sure wouldn’t smell very nice).

I limped in slowly, my movements shaky and wobbly.

“Thank you for coming, Lord Primal,” Hellstrom said with a concerned look on her face that looked pretty genuine.

Really good disguise...

She came around and pulled a seat out for me. I thanked her and slowly lowered myself into it.

“It’s my pleasure, your grace,” I croaked. “What can I do for you today?”

“Not me. Triumvir Yoruba requested this meeting. He wants to discuss a return to the status quo,” she said.

“The Garrison isn’t going anywhere,” I rasped.

“That isn’t what he means. Triumvir?”

Yoruba scowled, turning to glare at me.

“The First Shadow has turned on us,” he snarled. “He’s gone mad.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, affecting surprise.

“He attacked me in my home. Kidnapped me!”

I snorted. Blood flew out of my nose; yuk!

“You think this is funny?!”

“Well, bearing in mind everything you’ve tried to put me and mine through these last weeks... yes.”

He scowled.

“Things have changed,” he muttered. “He isn’t what I thought he was.”

“He’s a Black Magician, were you expecting cuddles and chocolate?” I replied acidly, and yes, I’m quite aware of the irony, so there’s no need to point it out, thanks very much.

“I was expecting loyalty! I sided with him when nobody else would. I gave him men, money, assets... I turned over vast resources to the Children of Osiris on his orders. I damn near bankrupted myself!”

“What resources?” I asked, perhaps a little too energetically for the character I was playing.

“Magical materials and reagents, rare minerals, heavy metals.”

“Storm Opal?” I asked hopefully.

“No, none of that.”

I sighed. Of course not...

“My stock of that remains quite intact,” Yoruba said smugly.

I met his sneaky eyes. He knew what it was worth to me. I’d made my plans very clear in the hopes that someone would be generous (or greedy) enough to share. Or at least reveal that they had what I needed so I could pinch it.

“How... ‘intact’, exactly?” I asked.

“If I pushed it... two kilograms. Which I would be willing to part with, in exchange for two favours.”

This had not been part of my programming, but I wasn’t complaining, not at all!

“Which would be?” I asked, trying not to seem too eager.

“The first is personal. The bastard put blocks in my mind. My Telepaths can’t remove them. They tell me it would take someone... well, like you to do the job.”

“You realise that I have no powers, right? The only thing I bring to the table is money, and I can’t buy your freedom.”

“I’m not a fool, Graves, I am well aware of your limitations. I also know that you must have been planning to overcome them. Let’s get down to it; how far off are you?”

I chuckled.

“Two days. The ritual site is almost ready.”

Hellstrom’s people gasped.

Well, I say Hellstrom’s people... they were, in fact, there because they were Rerek’s people. All this was an elaborate show for them. Finding out who they were hadn’t been hard, Tethys was keeping a pretty close eye on the Conclave’s phone records, bank accounts and schedules these days (for unfortunately obvious reasons).

It was an unpleasant reality that winners attract lackeys, and Rerek looked like he was winning. Most of those fair-weather friends had vanished in light of recent revelations, but at least one of these three should get the message through to him or Ankiala, either would do.

Hopefully not both, though, that might be problematic.

Yoruba snorted. “I knew it.”

Because I’d planted the idea in his head, not because he was suddenly a genius. He remained an idiot.

I shrugged in reply.

“The results should be immediate. The ritual is taking place at the ruins of Camelot, so you can meet me there afterwards and I’ll take care of your problem on the spot.”

More than one of the various hangers-on looked very interested in this information. The hook was baited.

“What was the second favour?” I asked.

“I want his head,” Yoruba barked. “Rerek. I want him dead. You give me that, and I’ll give you anything you want.”

“I’m not killing anyone, Mister Yoruba. Certainly not for you.”

“Then you get nothing,” he said, standing.

“I doubt that,” I replied, yawning widely (and accidentally opening up a sore on my face, causing something yellow and offensive-smelling to pour down my cheek. Orpheus may have taken things a little far).

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?!” Yoruba snapped.

“It means that unless you are very cooperative, in two days-” hammer that point home again for the audience “-there are going to be two Archon-level practitioners knocking about the place who don’t like you very much. Wouldn’t you rather reduce that to one?”

He clenched his teeth so hard I was worried about them cracking.

“Look, Rerek is going to be punished, one way or another. Is compelling his death really worth making an enemy of me when you need me so much?” I said it placatingly—I had to be somewhat careful with the man. I wasn’t controlling him, I’d only put a couple of gentle suggestions into his mind; I hadn’t wanted to arouse suspicion with his ‘court’ by changing anything obvious.

“I don’t need you. Enough of my Magicians can overwhelm him.”

“But not fix you,” I replied. “That’s pretty much me or nobody.”

He scowled again, even deeper this time... but he nodded.

“Rerek arrested and one point eight-five kilograms of Storm Opal in exchange for Telepathic services. You do what you want in Libya until either the Archons are freed or destroyed. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“Screw me on this, Graves, and I’ll see you regret it,” he said with a glare I’m sure he thought was terribly intimidating.

“How? Were you going to write me a strongly-worded note?”

“Diplomacy,” Orpheus muttered. I’m sure Cassandra or Demise would have said something similar, but they were busy trying not to laugh.

“Sorry,” I said, “not feeling terribly well.”

Yoruba twitched like he was suffering a mild electric shock, but he didn’t say anything else. Instead, he nodded and stood.

“Two days, then.”

I nodded. “Not before, though. The ritual is... sensitive. I’ll be starting in twenty-four hours and can’t be interrupted or... well, you can guess.”

Yoruba nodded and turned to Hellstrom. “My thanks, Primus. I trust this marks the start of a new era of cooperation between the Triumvirate and the Western Conclaves?”

Ah... the politician was back.

I’ll say this for the man, you couldn’t keep him down.

Well, I’m sure that if I whacked him hard enough about the head...

“That is all we’ve ever wanted, Triumvir,” Hellstrom said, standing to bow.

They shook hands and one of Yoruba’s flunkies Portalled them away.

Hellstrom thanked her people for attending and they left, doing their best not to look shifty, bless them. I must get their names. I was making a list.

Once the door shut behind them, Hellstrom sighed and slumped into her desk chair.

“Good grief, Graves, who taught you diplomacy?” she snapped.

“Lady Time.”

She blinked. “Well, that explains that, then.”

“Doesn’t it, though?” I replied.

“Hey,” Orpheus protested, nudging my leg with his foot.

“You know she doesn’t consider a negotiation a success unless she gets to hit someone with her hammer,” I said.

“Not true. She’s perfectly satisfied as long as someone gets hurt; it doesn’t have to be a hammer,” Cassandra added, earning her a glare from our Flesh Magician. Orpheus harrumphed and started muttering darkly.

“Are you sure about all this, Graves? It seems like a risk,” Hellstrom said.

“Indeed it is, but it’s also the safest way of getting what we want.”

“If you die, we’re all screwed, you do realise that?”

“Well, I was planning on dying horribly, but now that you’ve reminded me of that...“

“You’ve gotten much more sarcastic since becoming an irredeemable monster, you know that?”

“Sorry.”

“Somehow, I doubt that.”

I smiled.

“Do you need anything from me?” she asked.

“I think we’re alright, but if you could keep a few Hunters on standby for me, I’d appreciate it. Just in case.”

“Of course. I hope you don’t need them.”

“Me too.”

Because if I did, it likely meant a screw-up of truly monstrous proportions.
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Camelot had seen better days. Once one of the most imposing, monolithic fortresses ever built, it was now mostly a crater in the middle of an island. There were a few chunks of curtain-wall still vaguely
intact, along with a few stumps that had once been towers large enough to be called fortresses in their own right, but that was it.

I’d destroyed the rest.

I still felt bad about that. It had been a cultural and historic treasure, full of irreplaceable artefacts. The loss of the library alone was a tragedy.

But... better it than me. And if Myrddin didn’t want his stuff broken, he shouldn’t have picked a fight in his own house with someone as spiteful as I was.

I set the stage in the square plaza in front of Myrddin’s Keep. It was the only relatively flat area left without a very great deal of rubble on it. Orpheus set up a series of Jammer Spells for me that would interfere with Mage Sight and Portal Magic. Then I went to work.

It took me about an hour to prepare the ground. It should have taken longer, but Camelot was a Place of Power, and Primal Spells were even easier to cast there.

“Okay,” I said once I was done, “everyone know what they need to do?”

“You’ve gone over it five times,” Cassandra pointed out. “We get it.”

Demise and Orpheus nodded their agreement.

“Better over-prepared than under-prepared,” I said.

“Hey, you don’t get to use that against me, that’s my thing!” Cassandra protested.

I laughed and stretched. My ‘disguise’ had started to itch some time ago, and keeping the Black from rushing in to repair it was starting to get a little frustrating, but it shouldn’t be too much longer.

“You will stick to the plan, right?” I asked, still worried.

“We’re not idiots, Graves,” Orpheus said, rolling his eyes.

“I can’t be sure of that. I once saw you put peanut butter on bacon.”

“That is a delicacy!”

“It ruins both the peanut butter and the bacon; it’s nothing of the sort.”

“I’m not having this fight again Graves, you remain a philistine!”

Cassandra sighed and started dragging Orpheus away.

Demise snorted and smiled at me.

“Try not to screw up,” she said, punching my shoulder.

“Have you ever considered motivational speaking?”

She stuck out her tongue and followed the others through Cassandra’s Portal.

I eased a crick out of my neck and walked to the centre of a series of concentric circles inscribed in silver. I sat on a cushion and activated my constructs.

Lights flashed, energy pulsed and the remains of the fortress filled with a warm, nearly blinding glow.

I closed my eyes, linked my Magic to the Wards I’d set up, and settled in to wait.

I decided to use the time meditating. It had been a long time since I’d done so. I’d like to say that was because I’d been busy, but that wasn’t true. Meditating the way Kron had taught me was a very involved exercise. It allowed you to sort through your mental baggage and get yourself back on an even keel, but it did that by forcing you to take a look at yourself without blinders or denial. I hadn’t been ready for that. I was afraid of what I’d find.

It turned out that I had a reason to be.

An honest emotional inventory showed a rather definite deadening of my conscience; worse than I’d initially thought. Aggression was way up, as was my libido; again, far more than I’d thought (though that last one wasn’t really a problem. After all... Succubus girlfriend).

I was also afraid. A lot more than I’d let myself believe. I was scared for myself, for my friends and family. I was absolutely terrified for them, to be honest. That was part of why I was so aggressive: my baser instincts were coming to the fore, compelling me to protect the family, the tribe, the pack; real hind-brain stuff.

This was good in a way, it meant I wasn’t as much monster as I was animal, but it had already led me to one truly brutal act of cruelty with Zion. What might I do next, if I saw the necessity? Or just the simple excuse?

And what would an accumulation of those little steps towards darkness eventually make of me?

There was enough left of who I was to want to do better, to be better, but, again, it was nothing to do with the greater ideas of morality, of right and wrong. I just didn’t want the people I loved to be afraid of me.

I’d once said that it was the people I cared about that kept me human, and that was even truer now than it had been then. Without them... I feared that there wouldn’t be much left of Mathew Graves before long.

And I’d put three of them in danger again...

I breathed as Kron had told me to. Focussing on one emotion after another, smoothing over the panic and the terror until they were manageable once again. Between those three friends, they had more combat experience than a thousand of me. They knew what they were doing and they had the element of surprise. They’d be absolutely fine.

I just kept repeating that like a mantra.

Maybe if I said it enough times, my stupid hind-brain might even believe it.

I’d joked about retiring to Tethys, but if I couldn’t get my emotions back under control, it might be something I’d have to seriously consider. Certainly, I’d have to think about stepping back from any situations that might result in danger to myself or those I cared about.

I went back to meditations, trying to find an elusive, calm centre.

Hours passed, but eventually, my outermost Wards pulsed, drawing my attention. Foreign Magic was approaching. I pulled myself out of my meditation, becoming fully alert. I wasn’t completely calm, but I was, at least, calmer.

I hoped it would be enough, because there was an Archon on the way.

I remained where I was, not casting anything; just letting my senses drink in Magic.

There were five layers of Wards; nothing active, just sensors: tiny, little Spells designed to detect energy and alert me when they did. The outermost set had been triggered, and that was soon followed by the next set in, and then the next.

Four signatures... no, five.

Four of them stopped outside the second layer, but the last kept coming, past the innermost layer.

A Dispel flashed out and the massive construct surrounding me collapsed... triggering the real Spell.

All of it, the light, the pulses, the massive web of energy, was nothing more than an immensely complex, well-disguised tripwire.

It latched onto the energy signature of the Magician that had triggered it and cast the Spells I’d prepared, ones carefully hidden beneath all that Magical ‘noise’.

Rerek shouted in surprise as a sphere of power surrounded him and dragged him to the ground. The impact threw flagstones and dust into the air, cracking the plaza in half. He was dazed, but not down. I stood and limped over to him; this wasn’t over yet. He was trapped, but he was still an Archon. This was merely the prelude; the appetiser.

“Ouch,” Rerek complained as he stood within his trap. “That actually hurt.”

“Eight gravities, it should have,” I said.

He poked the trap-field and it brightened at the contact.

“Not bad, Graves,” he said. “This might actually take me five or ten seconds to break through. How long have you had your powers back?”

“Never lost them. You didn’t really think I only had the one Amulet, did you?”

I patted my chest, where the Falsehood Amulet was pulsing angrily.

He laughed.

“I should have known. But you have to know that this was a terrible idea. I was never going to come alone.”

“Neither was I,” I replied smugly.

He lifted an eyebrow.

My walkie-talkie squawked.

“Excuse me,” I said to Rerek as I picked it up. “Yes?”

“We got them. Subdued and sleeping like babies.”

“Well done. Carry on.”

“Will do.”

I put the radio away and turned to Rerek, who was frowning again.

“You still can’t win. This Spell is good, but it’s not that good. I’ll get out and then it’s you and me again. Which, we’ve already established, is not good for you.”

“If you’re so sure about that, then break out,” I said with a smile.

“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? For me to fall into your trap.”

“Well... you already did, what’s one more?”

He rolled his eyes.

Then he pushed.

Black Magic by the bucket, it poured into my trap. If it had been built by anyone other than me, the constructs would have unravelled then and there.

Since it was me, though...

His Magic sank into my Trap, and flowed right out the other side.

“What?!” he roared as his Magic simply dispersed. “How?!”

“Trade secret.”

His eyes narrowed and he threw everything he had into a plane of will that expanded and stabbed into the sphere. I put a little power into reinforcing it, reshaping the constructs to strengthen the Spell at the points of contact with his attack.

He wrapped his Will in Dispel and dug harder, so I added a neutralising element to the trap, which helped, but didn’t stop him. We went back and forth for a quarter of an hour as he tried to break out and I tried to keep him in: move and countermove, Spell and Counter. I had to be careful, to put in just enough effort to make him think I was trying, but not enough to drain myself too much.

That’s part of why I was maintaining the disguise. I wanted him to underestimate me, to think that he was in the superior position.

To be honest, he probably was. He had half again as much power as I did, maybe a bit more, and though we didn’t know how old he was when he’d ‘died’, he had fought a war, and it hadn’t been a short or easy one. He knew what he was doing.

Which was why I was cheating.

I know; you’re shocked.

By preparing the ground, and being clever with my Trap, I was forcing him to expend vast amounts of his Magic to get himself free, all the while thinking that this was fine because he simply had me outclassed that much.

He was already down by about a third while I hadn’t used a fraction of that.

He started to make progress, so I added gravity to the field, weaving it in among the simple Magic and Will to give the structure more strength and force him to flex his own gravity to avoid turning into mush. It cost him a lot more to do that than it would me, which was the point.

If he’d been willing to be patient, he probably could have done the job with a fraction of the power, but he was making a point, and that was going to cost him.

Big.

After another quarter-hour of relentless digging, the Trap finally shattered... and Rerek immediately took a kinetic attack to the face that knocked him on his arse.

“Seriously? After all that, you hit me with the metaphysical equivalent of a baseball bat?”

“Cricket bat. You’re in England, for Heaven’s sake.”

He rolled his eyes and sent a great bank of Shadows at me. A burst of light banished them, which I followed up with a Dispel-wrapped fireball that shattered the defences he’d been building and set his suit on fire.

“That was Armani, you ass!”

“It looked ridiculous.”

“That’s not what your mother said last night.”

“Technically, that’s your mother, too; don’t be disgusting.”

He grimaced.

“Yeah... didn’t quite think that one through, did I?”

“Nope.”

Lightning slashed through the air and sent him spinning to land in a heap. I added gravity and kept him flat on the ground before lashing out with several Chemical Spells that quickly began to degrade his cellular energy.

His magic surged, the Black leeching into his body to replenish what I was taking.

Perfect.

I knew from experience how power-intensive the creation of Black Magic was. Every time I got him to use it, he would expend more and more of his reserves, which remained the point. I suppose that the same result could have been achieved by cutting him in half, and more quickly, too, but maybe that meditation had done me some good, because I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Maybe it had something to do with how civilised he was being this time around... but I just couldn’t bring myself to start slicing him apart.

He replied with Chaos Balls by the dozen, heavily laden with heat, electricity and kinetics. I countered with overlapping layers of Dispel that blew up spectacularly, but bought me enough time to get a pair of Dispel Cannons up and running.

“Bad move, Graves. You don’t have the power for that. Surrender now and I’ll make sure your cell is comfortable.”

“Like I’d survive prison. I’m too pretty.”

He smirked.

A beam of Plasma came at my face. Half a dozen bolts from the Dispel Cannons caused it to lose cohesion, and I stole all that suddenly spare thermal energy before returning it to my generous donor—with interest.

His shield collapsed again and his skin caught fire, though he barely seemed to notice, as he was going all-out on attack. Shadow Lances, Kinetic Bursts, Wind Blades, Ice Spears, he didn’t hold back. My cannons swatted most from the air and my shields happily absorbed the rest, losing a few layers that were quickly rebuilt.

It was only at this point that Rerek started to realise that he’d been had.

Too late, though. He was down to less than a quarter of his power.

I was still up at eighty percent.

“That’s not right...” he whispered as I brought down his shields yet again and followed up with a Kinetic wall packed with lightning.

He went flying into the stump of a wall, which I then brought down on him. His Shadows exploded outwards and sent the pieces flying at me. He empowered them mid-air with more force and heat, making them glow and shimmer with the energy as they flew. I sent Will their way, intercepting them. The chunks exploded, spraying molten stone all over the place.

He was down to just a hair over fifteen percent power...

I sent more Flesh Magic his way, lots more. I had to be a bit more careful, though. He was starting to run out of Magic, and Biomancy could be lethal.

My Spells hit and his body’s energy dropped like a stone. His metabolism slowed, he blinked heavily as his mind stopped working as quickly as it should. His casting became sloppy and his Black Magic surged again, wiping out my Spells once more; replenishing him.

He blinked more quickly and shook his head, hastily throwing up more shields without thinking and wasting even more precious Magic. He rushed me, a desperate move if ever there was one. I yanked all the oxygen out of the air around him and he didn’t notice, wasting more power as the Black went into action again just to keep him conscious.

His first Magically-empowered punch blew apart half a dozen layers of shielding, his second half a dozen more.

If he’d cast Mage Sight, he’d have noticed that he was trying desperately to get at an Illusion, that I’d already moved elsewhere.

Behind him, in fact...

The nerves in his legs depolarised and then just stayed that way, causing him to collapse to his hands and knees. His cells began to starve from lack of oxygen, and the Black stuttered as he ran out of Magic. He called his Shadows and lashed out at my Shields one last time... but they flickered and failed before he’d bashed away a single layer.

He began to gasp awfully, his hands clawing at his throat.

The last of his Magic seeped away, drained by his own increasingly feeble attempts to stay awake and fighting.

I might have let that go on a bit longer than I’d strictly needed to.

Finally, I allowed the Air Manipulation Spell I was using to lapse and oxygen rushed back into the area with a clap.

Rerek gulped in great lungs-full, gasping and panting.

“B-b-bastard,” he growled as I reappeared from behind my Illusion, a considerable number of Telepathic Spells at the ready to subdue him. At least one of them should stick, even with his Black Magic.

“That is the consensus,” I replied.

“Were you ever even sick?” he gasped. “Or was this all some twisted game of yours?”

Buying time to get his powers back. Cute.

I raised a hand. Rerek looked like he was about to charge me again.

I prepared to put my enemy to sleep; I was in the process of casting the Spells... and then there was a flash of light, accompanied by a massive pulse of Magic.

I barely, and I do mean barely, managed to extend my shields around Rerek in time to intercept the Laser Lance that would have blown him to pieces.
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In Rerek’s drained state, that blast would have killed him. No two ways about it. It had been powerful enough to vaporise his head, neck and upper torso on the spot. Without any Black Magic left to repair the damage... death.

That actually raised several interesting questions about how the Black could reassemble the memory centre of a brain correctly, and how that process might involve the Soul, Well and physiology in the reproduction of a personality, but that was an issue for another time. (And hopefully one I would never have to experience in person. It was one thing to have the Black in your Well, but it was quite another to have your entire head rebuilt by the stuff. There was no way it put you back exactly the same as you were before.)

When the first attack failed, more came searing in, arcing over wreckage and darting in-between the shattered remains of buildings. I cursed and expanded the area covered by my Dispel Cannons. Spells started to explode; fireballs detonated, lightning bolts fizzled away, bullets of air, water and ice shattered... but more kept coming. And it was likely to get worse. A look through Mage Sight showed me that I was surrounded by more than a dozen Magical Signatures; all belonging to Sorcerers.

“Friends of yours?” Rerek asked thickly.

“Seeing as how they just tried to kill you... quite possibly.”

“Then why are they still fighting you?”

“Good question.”

I reached out with my Magic and Gravity turned on its head, causing thousands of tons of rubble to go spinning into the air, along with two of the Magicians. The rest were quick enough with their Spellwork to remain on solid ground, leaving them perfect targets now that the wreckage they’d been hiding behind was gone.

I growled as I saw them. They were wearing the traditional robes of the African Council.

I should have bloody expected it. I’ll say this, though; Yoruba was smarter than I’d given him credit for. He’d figured out that I was laying an ambush and used it to his own advantage, fully knowing that I couldn’t afford to renege on the second part of our deal, not matter what he did.

Clever. And immensely irritating.

I tossed Dispel-wrapped Coma Hexes at Yoruba’s Magicians, trying to end this peacefully. Two of them went down, out like a light. Three others lost their shields, but resisted my Telepathic attack. That didn’t save them for long, though. Before they could restore their defences, I yanked on the chemical energy in their bodies, causing them to go into shock and pass out. That was a little nastier than I’d have preferred, but they should be fine after a while.

Rerek chuckled and stood. I didn’t notice him reaching into his robes until it was too late.

“You saved my life, Graves, and you fought me with honour,” he said as I felt energy begin to flow; what little power he’d been able to regain adding to it. I spun; not quickly enough.

“I’ll remember that,” he said. He pressed down hard on what looked like a dark sphere that shattered into shards of orange light.

Gravity flexed, reality twisted. I recognised the Spell; it was an incredibly dangerous method of Magical transport that warped our dimension, rather than using an intermediary through a Portal. It rather neatly bypassed the damned Portal Jammer and by the time I’d realised what he was doing, I couldn’t stop him.

My enemy vanished.

It was like everything just stopped.

I stood there, staring at the spot where, only moments ago, Rerek, the First Shadow, the greatest threat to life and liberty, was at my mercy.

The earth began to tremble, the sky turned black and flickered with lightning. The air began to flex with heat and water began flowing towards me as my rage began to grow out of all proportion.

I had him.

I bloody had him!

This would have been half way done!

But for them.

My eyes narrowed on the closest of them still standing.

And he went up like a torch.

He screamed horribly as he started to cook.

The remaining active Sorcerers leapt in to help, extinguishing the flames and saving his life, but that just put them all in one convenient place.

The temperature around them dropped by a hundred degrees Celsius in less than a second. I threw in Dispels which shattered their shields and exposed them to the sudden, terrible cold. One tried to Conjure flames in a feeble attempt to save himself.

So I broke his back.

I sent a Shadow to drag another one from within their frigid prison, the tips of hardened darkness spearing through the flesh of his thighs. He screamed and tried to gather light. I Dispelled his efforts and expanded the Shadows embedded in his body, which caused him to pass out long before he got to me.

Shame. The screaming was the only thing that was making me feel a little better. Well, no matter; there were others who could provide me with a similar distraction...

“Mathew?” said a gentle voice from beside me.

In my fury, I didn’t recognise it for a moment, but something deep inside me stopped a violent reaction, thank God.

I turned towards the voice and saw Cassandra. She was standing a few feet away, her posture relaxed, an easy smile on her face. She took a slow, unworried step towards me.

“Matty?” she said, just as gently.

I blinked slowly as her voice slid through my red haze and touched on the parts of me that were still decent.

“Yeah, Cassie?” I managed, my rage slowly beginning to fade, replaced by a growing shame.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I cleared my throat.

“Something not altogether... correct,” I managed.

“Then don’t you think you should stop before you kill someone?”

I nodded heavily. It was hard to wrestle my temper back under control, but I managed. Just in time to prevent anyone freezing to death.

There was still some rather nasty frost bite, though.

Cassandra clicked her radio and Orpheus appeared, moving quickly towards the damned fools who’d ruined a perfect ambush...

I took a deliberate step towards them, suddenly angry again, but stopped when a gentle hand took my own. She didn’t pull, she didn’t try to stop me. She just held the hand.

I turned to look at her.

“You’re ruthless,” I said with a smile.

“Said the pot to the kettle,” she replied, nodding at the gently smoking ruin of a man Orpheus was doing his best to put back together.

“They started it.”

“Did they, though?”

“What was I supposed to do? Let them kill him?”

“No; but I’d point out that you’d already prevented that.”

“Well, if you’re going to nitpick every little detail...”

She chuckled and squeezed my hand.

“I had him, Cassie. I bloody had him.”

“I know. I saw. Demise wanted to do things to you.”

“Yikes...”

“Don’t worry, she stopped when you let him get away.”

“Seriously?!”

“Too soon?”

“Fifteen seconds? Yes!”

She gave me a hug and held me tightly.

“You’ll get him next time.”

I groaned. “Can you imagine what kind of elaborate nonsense I’m going to have to concoct to lure him into a second perfect trap? It’s going to be a nightmare! This was beautiful; a work of sneaky art and that wretched Yoruba ruined it!”

“Matty, you’re making the earth shake again,” she said.

“Funny, Tethys said something similar to me not too long ago- ow, ow! Alright, I’ll stop.”

“Damn right; just you keep your dirty nonsense to yourself.”

I rubbed my ear and glared at her mutinously.

She just smiled softly at me, every moment under the expression draining the darkness from my soul, slowing my heart rate.

I turned my attention back to the human mess I’d made.

Not a good sign that I felt no guilt. Shame over Cassandra seeing me do something rather rotten, yes... but no guilt over the act itself. In fact, I still rather wanted to set them on fire...

“Alright, that’s it, we’re going home,” Cassandra said, spinning me around. “I can’t be doing with you eyeing them up like that; it’s giving me an ulcer.”

“I thought you were too mighty for ulcers,” I said slyly, earning me another pinched ear.

“That should say something about how stressful you are to me,” she countered.

I sighed. You immolate one interfering imbecile and slightly freeze one to six others almost to death and suddenly you’re stressful.
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“No,” Cassandra said.

“I didn’t say anything!”

“You’re plotting something awful. Think of it as a pre-emptive no.”

“It’s not that awful,” I muttered... while surreptitiously sliding the design for something, which actually was rather awful, into my desk drawer.

“Really? Has any part of what you’re thinking involved, in no particular order, severed limbs, immolated flesh, broken necks, backs or crotches?”

“No...”

“Mathew, did you just fib to me?”

“Yes.”

“Bad Shadowborn.”

I grinned.

“Yes, I like that I can call you that again, too,” she said with a smirk. “And stop plotting.”

“But I like plotting!”

She shook her head.

“Also it’s the only thing keeping me from climbing the wall,” I added.

“That’s not healthy.”

“Neither is my diet, but I’m not changing that, either.”

She rolled her eyes and pulled the lever that reclined the back of her chair.

“What are you going to do?” she asked more seriously.

“I’d like to say nothing... but I just set a man on fire with no intention of putting him out because I got slightly miffed. I have no idea what I’ll do if I lay eyes on the idiot who actually ordered the mess in the first place.”

“Just try to remember that we need his Storm Opal, and that if you do something unpleasant to him, we might not get it.”

“I would argue that if what I did was unpleasant enough...”

“Nope.”

“Oh, go on...”

“Nope. Civilised people do not go torturing cooperation out of people.”

“So you’re saying abandon civilisation?”

“Do I have to hit you again?”

“Aren’t big sisters supposed to be supportive?”

“Seeing as you don’t have a biological sister, it’s no surprise to me that you don’t know how untrue that is,” she said with a dark chuckle.

I muttered and she continued to grin.

I leaned back in my chair and rubbed my eyes. It had been two days since the debacle at Camelot, and I still couldn’t conjure an evolutionary theory that explained people this stupid. If it weren’t for Cassandra, I don’t know where I’d be. I was still absolutely furious, but she was keeping it at bay with her humour and her simple presence.

“Thanks, Cassie,” I said warmly.

She smiled. “It is my very great pleasure.”

She knew what I meant.

I smiled back and pulled out a new sheet of paper. Designing things also helped.

“Do I even want to know?” she asked.

“Probably not. You might have to report me to someone. Who deals with crimes against humanity, these days?”

She sighed.

Thankfully my phone rang before she could realise that I wasn’t joking and scold me again.

Hellstrom.

I’d filled her in on what had happened, and she was even less happy about it than I was, if that were possible.

“Graves,” I answered.

“Yoruba called. He’s ready for you to complete the other part of your deal,” she said.

My phone sparked and died.

“Oops,” I said with a grimace.

Cassandra laughed. “I can’t wait to hear you explain that to your insurance company.”

“Ha, ha,” I replied, picking up the landline and calling Hellstrom’s number.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Got so angry I exploded my phone,” I replied, blushing.

“Been there; first time my daughter got a piercing in a place that wasn’t her ear.”

Oh, there was an image. Hellstrom’s daughter was a rather attractive young lady, homicidal tendencies aside...

Oh, who am I kidding? That just made her more attractive to me.

“Sorry, what were we talking about?” I asked.

She chuffed out a breath. “Yoruba?”

“Right, right... I’d better meet with him.”

“Try not to explode his face too much. Or do. I’m not sure I care anymore.”

“And they say I’m weird.”

“You are. Though maybe try not to restart the war.”

“That’s a little harsh, don’t you think?”

“I’m not even going to dignify that with a response.”

Cassandra cleared her throat and had to look at the ceiling.

“Fair enough. Where does he want to meet?”

“Here. With witnesses.”

“Like that would save him,” I growled.

“Please stop saying things like that; it makes me want to take out disaster insurance.”

“You don’t have that already?” I asked, aghast.

“You do?!”

“Of course I do. Do you have any idea how many things explode, fall over or burn down around me... oh, of course you do.”

She groaned.

“Four o’clock?” she asked in a trembling voice that I think was (mostly) fake.

“I’ll be there.”

“And you won’t kill anyone?”

“Not funny.”

“Not, it really isn’t...”

Cassandra and Demise were all but clamped to my side when Yoruba came into Hellstrom’s office. Orpheus was standing in the corner, glaring at our ‘guests’ in a truly dark fashion (and that’s coming from me). I got the distinct impression that, no matter what happened in the near future, the Triumvir’s days were numbered.

I approved.

He came in upright and confident, as if he held all the cards, as if he were in the right. He had two aides with him, both men, both Magically powerful and physically strong... and both absolutely terrified of me. They wouldn’t even look in my direction, actively avoiding the space between me and the man they were supposed to be protecting.

Sensible of them, because just laying eyes on Yoruba proved to be a serious test of my temper. Cassandra nearly broke my fingers, she was squeezing them so hard in an attempt to calm me down.

Then Yoruba started speaking, and it was all I could do to control myself.

“Who the hell do you think you are?!” he snapped at me. “How dare you attack my men?!”

My eye began to twitch alarmingly. If my state got any worse, I’d lose my grip on the Black, which would cause my scar-disguise to regenerate and ruin any remaining element of surprise.

I took a breath.

“Triumvir, good afternoon,” I said in a voice that was only slightly trembling with rage. “I think that comment is best answered by my Primus.”

Hellstrom had strongly suggested that she do the talking. I agreed. If I were allowed to speak, it would quickly devolve into my doing things to our visitor. Bad things.

“Thank you, Lord Primal,” she replied, standing to come around her desk, locking eyes with her opposite number. “And it is you who has the explaining to do, sir. You sent foreign troops onto British soil and you interfered with an operation that had, up until that point, gone flawlessly.”

“You’re really going to lecture me about national sovereignty? A Briton? Don’t make me laugh!”

Now Demise was squeezing my fingers...

“Not the important point, Mister Yoruba, and you know it,” Hellstrom said quietly, but not gently, you could have cut glass with the sharpness of her tone. “You ruined a perfect ambush and allowed our greatest threat to escape.”

“No, your so-called Primal ruined the ambush by standing in the way of justice! If not for him, the problem would be solved!”

My heart was starting to pound...

“Triumvir...” one of his guards whispered. He’d built up the courage to look in my direction. Or perhaps he’d sensed the increasing Magical build-up.

“And what excuse could he possibly offer for the unprovoked attack on my people? They offered him no threat!”

“Triumvir, for God’s sake, shut up!” the man hissed.

“What did you just say to me?!” Yoruba snapped, rounding on the man with his hand raised as if to strike him. Before he could, the guard spun him around to face me.

Something Yoruba saw made him pale. The hand dropped. He swallowed.

“Ah... that is to say...”

The silence began to stretch. I continued to glare; Yoruba began to squirm uncomfortably. The guards took a couple of steps away from him. So did Hellstrom.

It took a while, but his silence, and the reassuring presence of my Wardens, helped to calm me down. My posture and glare softened by degrees until I was able to speak again, though it came out raspy.

“Have you brought the Opal?” I asked, cutting to the chase so I could get the hell out of there as soon as possible.

Yoruba nodded quickly and beckoned one of his men forward.

“Half now, half when my mind is restored and I’m back in Nigeria.”

“The agreement was for Telepathic services. I did not guarantee success,” I reminded him. My voice was thick and slow. I had to focus on each word to stop them coming out coated in rage.

“Of course, of course, I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.”

I nodded slowly and stood. I extended my hand and one of the guards put a small pouch in it. I cast a Mass Detection Spell to make sure everything was on the level.

My eyes narrowed. I let my senses seep into it, just to be sure. I was right.

“This is less than forty percent of the weight you promised. And about a tenth of the mass is useless rock, not Storm Opal,” I said icily. “That puts this pouch at only a little more than a third of what you agreed to, Mister Yoruba.”

“That was all I could get on short notice,” he said, averting his eyes.

“So, when you said you’d have the rest for me once you were back in Nigeria... that was a lie?”

“No!” his voice was high and shrill. He’d started to sweat profusely. “There is more, I swear, as much as there is there! Just... not the full amount.”

If that was true, then that would be acceptable. Even sixty percent of what I’d been promised was more than enough.

“And you’ll get the rest to me as soon as it’s available?” I growled.

He nodded.

“Very well.”

I handed the pouch to Cassandra, who pocketed it.

“Do not resist,” I said. “I am not in the mood.”

Another nod.

I didn’t expect him to be this accommodating for long. As soon as he was able to use Magic again, the full force of his arrogance would return and most of the fear would vanish.

Would enough fear remain to have him stick to his part of the bargain? Probably. He would want those Magicians watching the Garrison back home in case Rerek came calling...

I hammed it up a bit, made it look like I was taking my time with the removal of the blocks, hemming and hawing superbly, in my humble opinion. I wasted about ten minutes, then I unravelled them.

“You can use Magic again,” I said. “But the memory centres of your brain that contained your knowledge are irrecoverable, I’m afraid.”

“That wasn’t what you promised!” he barked.

“We covered this less than a quarter-hour ago. Did you already forget?” I asked.

He gritted his teeth, but didn’t retort. Wise. For bloody once.

“I’ll expect the rest of the materials by the end of the day, and I want those men removed from Tripoli within the hour, do we understand one another?”

“These things take time, Graves-”

“They’d better not,” I interrupted. He froze again. What was it about my voice that was making grown men act like deer in headlights these days... and how could I do it on cue?

“If I have to come looking for you, I won’t be anywhere near as nice as Rerek was,” I said. “You have already put us all in terrible danger. I advise you not to make matters worse by fomenting distrust between us. Our interests are aligned, Triumvir, let’s keep it that way.”

He twitched, but he also relaxed. I think, just this once, he was willing to be sensible...

One of his aides’ phones buzzed. He picked it up quickly and cast a Muffling Spell, turning away.

Yoruba scowled at the interruption, but that soon turned to a frown as the man’s posture shifted. After another few moments, he hung up and turned back.

“What?!” Yoruba snapped.

“Our contacts among the Half-breeds have just got back to us,” he whispered. The aide’s voice was deep and rich, like it should have been ordering cavalry charges or addressing dignitaries... not trembling and afraid.

“Well?” Yoruba spat.

“The Shadow... he struck again. He... he did things to the Voice.”

Ah, those Half-breeds.

“That’s why we haven’t been able to contact him. The Atarakans have been keeping it a secret until they could decide what to do.”

Interesting; the way he’d said that implied a deeper connection between Yoruba and Zion than I would have assumed just from both being under the Snakes’ coil, as it were. Interesting. Likely made my recent work on Atarakis more effective than I’d hoped for...

“You’re certain it was him?” I asked as casually as I could without looking too casual.

The guard nodded shakily. “Atarakan Magicians detected Black Magic residue everywhere. Only the Children of Osiris have active Black Magicians at the moment, and what the Shadow did... it was telling as well.”

“What exactly did he do?” Cassandra asked.

I gave her a look. She returned a smirk. She just couldn’t let that go.

“He-”

The phone buzzed again.

“Excuse me.”

Cassandra pouted, it was my turn to smirk, earning me an elbow.

This time, the flunky didn’t turn away, simply gabbling away in his own language, presumably for his privacy. Translation Spells were complicated; by the time I would be done casting the thing, he’d be finished speaking, so I just waited awkwardly while Yoruba and Hellstrom discussed the implications of this ‘terrible attack on national leaders’ and what it meant for the future.

Rerek really shouldn’t have set that precedent by threatening Hellstrom. It made my mischief all the more believable.

The bodyguard stopped talking, his face grey.

He started talking foreign again...

And Yoruba changed colour too.

“I don’t suppose you speak their strange sort of French, do you?” I asked Cassandra.

She rolled her eyes.

“It’s Swahili, and do I strike you as multi-lingual?”

“There isn’t a right answer to that, is there?”

“Good boy; you’re learning.”

“Don’t pat my head in front of the dictator.”

“Fair enough,” she said with a snigger.

Yoruba and his lackey finished their talk and he turned back to Hellstrom.

“The Shadow destroyed my palace.”

“Don’t you dare laugh, Mathew Graves,” Cassandra hissed out the side of her mouth.

I controlled my expression... with difficulty.

“And my Conclave building fell, too; just moments ago. There’s nothing left. My government is scattered or Cursed.”

“Cursed?” I asked.

He nodded, shuddering.

“Black Magic. What was left of my people attacked those who came to help.”

He turned to me, a terrible look on his face.

“This is your fault!” he snarled, taking a step towards me. Energy started to gather, but it was slow and clumsy. The work of a Magician who knew... exactly nothing. Heh.

No, I tell a lie... it looked like he’d been reading the basic primers. He could gather energy, all be it poorly.

“Cassie... I think he’s about to give me an excuse!” I said, perhaps a little gleefully.

“Looks that way, doesn’t it?” she replied, shaking her head, but not taking her eyes off the bodyguards. She needn’t have bothered; they had their hands up and were trying to look as unthreatening as possible.

Yoruba stopped advancing, doubt creasing his features.

“Lord Primal... please don’t attack a head of state in my office,” Hellstrom said with a sigh.

“I wasn’t going to!” I protested. “It was going to be a strictly defensive immolation.”

Hellstrom rubbed her forehead.

“Never go into the diplomatic corps,” Cassandra muttered.

God, can you imagine? With my butter fingers and my inability to do anything without starting a fight of some sort, we’d be at war within a week.

Anyway...

Yoruba looked as if he were close to a stroke.

“Your incompetence has cost me my entire government, Graves. There will be a reckoning.”

“Why do people still think it’s a good idea to threaten me right to my face?” I asked nobody in particular.

“Well, a lot of them did see you get beaten down recently,” Cassandra pointed out.

“Quite right. An example is required,” I said, turning back to Yoruba. “Normally, I prefer to use money to cause regime change, but the direct approach might be fun for a bit of variety...”

“Mathew...” Hellstrom said with a sigh.

“Sorry,” I said, looking sheepish.

Hellstrom shook her head and turned to Yoruba. “Is there anything the Conclave of Great Britain can do to help?”

“Oh, I think you’ve done quite enough!” he snarled at her, causing me to shift closer to her instinctively.

It looked like things were about to devolve into yet another mess, when the flunky’s phone rang again.

This time I could hear explosions on the other end.

“The third army!” the aide said, his voice panicked, offering the phone to his master.

Yoruba snatched the phone. I could hear shouting, screaming, but couldn’t make out the words.

I sighed.

What a twit. I’m going to share with you a piece of wisdom that should seem obvious, and yet people seem to either forget or just can’t intuit in the first place:

If you’re going to take a shot at an Archon, then, for the love of God, don’t miss.

They tended to be the vengeful sort.

Yoruba spoke into the phone for a few moments before the line cut.

He had to sit down.

“It would appear,” he said in a shaky voice, “that the First Shadow is looking for me.”

“Can’t imagine why,” I replied dryly.

Cassandra elbowed me again.

“He’s already destroyed twelve of the Guard’s best units,” he whispered. “He’s going from city to city... he’s killing everything that doesn’t immediately surrender.”

“Gosh, who’d have thought that the first ever conqueror would react like this to an assassination attempt?” I commented.

“That is not helping,” Cassandra said.

“Not trying to help. Trying to make a point.”

Yoruba picked up the phone and started dialling. It took him a few attempts to get anyone at all and when he did, he didn’t look happy.

I really should have cast that Translation Spell.

Finally, he was done, and he slumped in his chair.

“Just about every Combat Mage I have left has gone to ground,” he said, his voice defeated. “There’s only one formation still responding. The one around your precious Garrison.”

“Oh... so the siege will be ending sooner than I hoped?” I said.

He grinned nastily at me.

My eyes narrowed.

“What did you do?”

“The forces besieging that fortress are my very best. One thousand, one hundred highly-trained, very loyal Magicians. I’ve ordered them to take a strong point adjacent to your Wardens and to hold it until reinforcements arrive.”

“But you just said that you don’t have any reinforcements.”

“Indeed. The second they heard than an Archon was coming for me, my men ran like rats. The Sixth Army is all I have left, but they’ll fight to the last man, and the First Shadow is killing those who don’t surrender. Now, what do you suppose will happen when your wonderful Wardens see the wholesale slaughter of that many people so close by?” he asked, his smile growing slick and nasty.

They’d sally out and try to help. Rerek would respond with everything he had. Wardens would die, Rerek might even continue his attack into the fortress itself...

Disaster. An absolute bloody disaster, that’s what would happen.

Suddenly my hand was around Yoruba’s throat and he was three inches off the floor, my Will making up for what my muscles lacked. He gasped for breath as I squeezed.

“Call them off,” I whispered. “Tell them to surrender.”

“I can’t,” he rasped, struggling for every mouthful of air. “I told them not to accept any orders that didn’t come from me. In person.”

“Then that’s what’s going to happen,” I said, squeezing a little harder.

“No, it isn’t. I have nothing to lose, Graves. There’s nothing you can do to me that would be worse than what a Black Magician would. And you still need me. The Opal...”

“You’re trying to blackmail me into fighting your damned battle for you.”

“And I’m succeeding,” he said, though he made an effort to keep the smug off his face, which was wise. I may well have broken his neck, otherwise. “There’s no way you’ll let hundreds of Magicians die just to spite me.”

“Mathew...” Cassandra whispered, “we have to go. There’s no time for him now.”

I gritted my teeth, but she was right.

I let Yoruba go and he fell to his knees, sucking in great breaths.

“Let me make something abundantly clear, Mister Yoruba: this had better be the very last time I see you,” I said. “You will go now to whatever hole you stored the Opal in and you will arrange for it to be delivered to my address here in Stonebridge. Immediately. Then you are going to disappear.”

“Like hell I will!” he snapped.

“Oh... you will,” I said, “because if you don’t, you will discover that Black Magicians don’t corner the market in fates worse than death. You thought Rerek’s mental manipulations were unpleasant? Just wait until you see mine. I don’t need to transform you into a Grotesque, Yoruba, I can trap you in your own nightmares and make sure you live in them for a long, long time. I can stretch every second into a mental eternity and make you pray for a death that will never come.”

He swallowed.

“And that is exactly what will happen if I ever even hear about you after today. Do we understand one another?”

“You can’t...” he began, but what he saw in my eyes had him looking away. “I understand.”

I turned to Orpheus, “As close to the Garrison as possible, please.”

He nodded.

“Your grace, I hope you’ll excuse me?” I said to Hellstrom.

“Oh sure, leave me with the clean-up!” she complained with a smile.

“Would you prefer to switch jobs?”

“Not on your life!”

Wise woman.




Chapter 70



Oh, there weren’t enough sighs in the world...

I mean, of all the utter nonsense I’d had to deal with lately, going off to save people I’d actively attacked a couple of weeks earlier had to be up there on the list.

At least they’d chosen a relatively sensible position. They’d moved into the gatehouse leading into the docks and surrounded it with improvised walls, bunkers and towers made from the concrete under their feet or the stone under that.

When I arrived, the first of what would eventually be five Fortress Shields had just gone up.

Not the most efficient use of resources, but they were probably panicking a little.

That actually raised something of an important question. I could understand isolated guard posts and barracks being overwhelmed, but this was an entire army, over a thousand combat-trained Magicians, plus the three hundred in the Garrison... could an Archon of the Black be expected to defeat a force so large?

They clearly thought so, or they wouldn’t be going to so much trouble.

Cassandra, Orpheus, Demise and I were standing on the roof of a warehouse with a good view of the docks, the Guard’s makeshift fortress and the Warden’s Garrison. I had my Magic pulled in close, emitting as little as possible so as not to give myself away to Rerek or the Guard.

I was trying to anticipate what Rerek would do. Would he come barrelling in head-first? Or would he do some reconnaissance, first? If it were me, I’d have started by watching and plotting. He would probably do the same. It was the smart thing to do, after all, and I dared not assume that he was dumber than me.

I mean... he was, but that was still a dangerous way to plan. Kron had taught me to prepare as if my enemy was stronger, smarter and faster than me, and that had served me well so far (more or less).

Still, it was an awful lot of Magicians for one man to deal with on their own. Maybe he wouldn’t come at all?

“What?” Cassandra asked as I frowned.

“Would Rerek really attack a force this large?” I replied. “He’s not an idiot, or a rabid psychopath. Aren’t there too many?”

“Could you take them?” she asked.

“God no!”

“Sure?” she asked levelly.

I opened my mouth to confirm, but frowned, thinking.

If I weren’t concerned about preserving life, if I were willing to use the Black...

“Oof, there’s a thought...” I said.

“Right? Think how I feel. Now I’m only five times as awesome as you,” Cassandra said, sighing dramatically.

I laughed.

“That does not sound too good for you, Cassie. Even on my most awesome day... I’m still a nerd,” I replied.

“Isn’t it the age of the nerd? I read that somewhere.”

“Ha! Not in my experience.”

“I can’t believe we’re staring at the preparations for what is likely to be one of the worst massacres in the last two hundred years and this is what we’re talking about,” Orpheus said despairingly.

Demise patted his shoulder.

“Don’t worry, you get used to it. Or you go mad,” she said before emitting a truly awful cackle that had Orpheus looking worried.

“Okay, let’s start making a few preparations of our own,” I said, pulling out my new phone. I’d managed not to fry the sim card in my old one, so I still had all my stored numbers.

It didn’t take long to explain the situation to Commander Walder. He agreed to leave things to me and to keep his men safely within his redoubt. He suggested I wait inside with him, but I knew that was a bad idea. Tactically, it would have been preferable. I trusted him and I knew I wouldn’t be getting stabbed in the back... but he didn’t know I’d taken up the Black. We’d kept that information as compartmentalised as humanly possible. Some of my own Wardens didn’t even know. That might have caused problems. Big ones.

I can rather see it, actually. I walk in; someone detects a trace of the Black. That same someone utters the words “It’s Rerek!” and things would go downhill from there in a truly spectacular fashion.

No thanks. Best that I just stay outside, which made having a word with the Guard easier, at least.

Though, let’s face it, that would probably end just as badly.

“Okay... Orpheus, I need you to go into the Garrison and quietly inform Walder about my current
situation so that there are no screw-ups when the fighting starts.”

“Oh, joy,” Orpheus said with a sigh. “He’s going to yell at me for letting that happen, you know.”

“There, there. Now, Dee, do you think that you could deliver a radio to Brigadier Sattra?”

“Sure... probably. Depends on how they set up their Shield.”

“Fair enough. I’d do it myself, but I’d rather that nobody knows I’m here until they need to.”

“Why is it never a good, old-fashioned, stand-up fight?” Demise complained. “It’s always the sneaky crap or the element of this or the trapping of that...”

“You know you love it,” I said.

She rolled her eyes and Willed herself into the air. When she was a good distance away, she conjured the Illusion of a colossal white flag and drifted slowly towards the Guard’s position.

“What are you thinking?” Cassandra asked.

“Use the Guard as bait, wait for half of them to die horribly, which should weaken Rerek, then close in to finish him off. And then maybe the Guard too, depending on my mood and how well they do.”

Cassandra sighed. “If only I could persuade you to be that ruthless...”

“Hey, I’ll have you know that I am a terrible and awful monster of a Magician!”

She rolled her eyes at me again before giving me a very level look.

“Oh fine,” I said with a grumpy frown

I told her my real plan.

“Meh,” she said.

“Meh?!”

“The first one was better.”

I zapped her bottom. She kicked my legs out from under me.

“Ow.”

“You deserved it.”

“I dispute that,” I said, rubbing my offended rump.

“Does not every ant dispute the boot that eventually crushes it?”

“Why are you stepping on ants? What did they ever do to you?!”

She rolled her eyes and hauled me back to my feet.

“It’s not the worst plan. Relies on those idiots cooperating, though... and Dee seems to be having trouble contacting them.”

I had a look.

There was a man on the inside of the Fortress Shields (three now) gesticulating at Demise, who was gesticulating back, waving her spare radio. It appeared that they’d sound-proofed their defences, which was clever. Sonics could be a fearsome weapon.

“Tell Dee to use her Illusions to project letters,” I said, “or this will take forever.”

“Oh. Good idea. Did it hurt?” Cassandra asked as she relayed my suggestion.

I frowned at her, but it didn’t help. She poked my nose.

“Have her tell them to stay put and make their defences as sturdy as possible, but not to attack. Tell them reinforcements are coming, and that they shouldn’t interfere.”

Letters started appearing. One of the imbeciles on the other side of the Shields (of which there were now four) gave her a thumbs-up. Demise did the same and vanished through a Portal, reappearing next to me.

“They’ll stay put. It didn’t take much convincing.”

Cassandra chuckled.

My phone rang. Orpheus.

“How’d it go?” I asked.

“The Warden Commander isn’t as annoyed as I’d thought he’d be. Apparently, your current status was a possibility he’d accounted for. He says he’d rather have you alive and slightly unstable than dead.”

“Slightly unstable?” I replied.

“I said bat-shit crazy, but he seems to think that’s about par for the course with you.”

Cassandra had to bite her lip again. Demise didn’t bother; she just started laughing.

“Thank you, Orpheus, very helpful,” I replied with great dignity. “I’m sending Cassandra and Demise to you.”

“I’ll let the Garrison know.”

“Thanks.”

I hung up and turned to Cassandra, who’d gone bright red trying not to laugh at me.

“Okay, in you go, and take the hooting walrus with you,” I said, waving at the now bent-over Demise.

“You sure? You don’t want us out here?” Cassandra asked.

“Of course I do, but battles between two Archon-level Magicians are why terms like ‘collateral damage’ were invented.”

“Fair enough.”

She gave me a hug and shoved Demise through a Portal. She was still laughing.

I sighed and moved closer to the Garrison before settling down in the shade to wait. It was my hope that being so close to that much Magic, combined with my own efforts to pull in my powers, would let me remain undetected.

I wasn’t there for long.

And he was, indeed, having a look around first.

I could feel him in the Shadow Realm, wafting around Tripoli, opening tiny Gates. He was too far away for me to know exactly what he was doing, but I could guess.

He was hunting.

It would be nice to hope that if he couldn’t find someone in the city, he’d assume that there was nobody to find at all and just leave, but, again, not an idiot.

He found them.

Those clever Guardsmen made sure that the entire gatehouse was saturated with light; no Shadow Gates were opening in there.

So Rerek popped through a Portal a hundred metres back from their position, keeping the fortified gatehouse between him and the Garrison. Again, smart.

Less smart was not waiting until dark, but he was, evidently, in a hurry.

I felt sonic energy gather, and his voice boomed through the docks.

He hadn’t realised that they couldn’t hear him.

That actually worked out pretty well for me. If they had been able to hear him, they may well have done what he wanted and that would have ruined my perfectly good plan.

“Good afternoon, Guardsmen!” he boomed, loud enough to shatter the glass in the nearby cars.

“I have a deal for you! The man who tells me where to find the First Triumvir gets a promotion and one million dollars cash. He also has the privilege of remaining human and not waking up tomorrow in an unholy prison of Grotesque flesh. Anyone who surrenders, no money, but you do get the other benefit. Now, doesn’t that sound fair?”

Bearing in mind how Kron or Killian would have dealt with this situation, it was extraordinarily fair.

Only one conclusion I could think of: he wanted that army for himself.

Or, quite possibly, the continent, for which he’d need the army.

At any rate, they couldn’t hear him, so there was no chance of my cannon-fodder surrendering.

He stood there for a while, waiting for a response that would never come.

“Going once! Going... ah, screw it. I’ll just yank it from someone’s brain.”

He pointed, and a beam of black power as thick as my wrist popped that first Fortress Shield like a soap bubble.

Don’t get me wrong, I figured he’d get through them eventually, but I’d thought it would take more time. And effort.

Oh well, better than nothing.

Not a lot better...

And there went the second Shield.

The Guard were scrambling, pumping huge amounts of Magic into the third, but mostly getting in each others’ way. If you weren’t very good at merging your Magic with someone else’s, you could create a rather colossal foul-up and waste a lot of the energy, which was more or less exactly what they were doing.

You’d think that professional soldiers trained to work together (I was just assuming) would be better than that.

Rerek chuckled at their efforts and simply increased the amount of energy he was using. The third shield held a little longer than the first two had, but it still failed. Rerek had barely worked up a sweat.

The Guard’s Sorcerers went to work and started layering additional ablative Shields outside of their defences. Massive numbers of overlapping barriers appeared, expanding outward at a terrific rate. That was a bit better, Rerek was slowing down, as his Spell had to get through all of those individual barriers to deliver any energy to the Fortress Shield underneath, and more kept being Conjured to slow him down.

It wasn’t going to be enough.

The work of a thousand Magicians, and they’d been little more than a speed-bump to an Archon of the Black. If left to his own devices, I doubted he’d have used more than a fifth of his power to get through everything they had to throw at him, leaving him plenty of Magic for pure carnage.

The fourth Fortress Shield fell.

That was my cue.

He hadn’t even used ten percent of his Magic, yet, and that had been the whole point of my plan.

This wasn’t going to be pretty.

I activated my Falsehood Amulet, hefted my staff and stepped through a Portal.

Rerek stopped what he was doing immediately and turned towards me.

He sighed.

“Seriously?” he asked.

I nodded.

“No trap this time,” he said as offensive constructs sprang up around him.

“No excuses when you lose,” I retorted.

He smirked... and it was on.
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The space between us lit up with explosions as his Spells met my counters. My Dispel Cannons sprang into being, and I added two more. Energy sinks surrounded me, gathering the waste energy expended when his attacks exploded.

He started to hurl his own Dispels at my cannons. When that failed, he quickly shifted his strategy from a smaller number of more powerful Spells to less dangerous, but far more numerous attacks. Little bolts of lightning seared across the space between us, blending with an unending stream of fire, kinetic energy and air blades into a river of power that washed over my defences and shattered one shield-layer after another.

I countered with a plane of Will while I rebuilt and expanded my Shield constructs to keep up with the damage. I lashed out with a beam of plasma just as he Dispelled my Will barrier, and he leapt out of the way just before his last shield layer could be destroyed.

I followed up, drawing energy from the sinks. At the speed of thought, I compressed and strengthened them, then merged the various energy types into Chaos-constructs that I returned to their sender.

He countered with his own Will barrier, and his Shields were back in place before I could Dispel it, stronger than before.

A great, white ball of power appeared above his head, and a stream of Fire-bolts came shooting out of it as the world around him grew a layer of ice, all the nearby heat drawn into the construct.

It was the attack-equivalent of my Dispel Cannon, and was ludicrously effective. My shields started to take damage again; I had to divert my attacks towards the construct. That didn’t work very well, my attempt blocked by shield and bolt, so I pulled a chunk of Dispel out of one of my Cannons, blended it into one of my Chaos Constructs and let it loose at the ball.

Rerek blocked with a Dispel of his own, but the resultant explosion took down half his shields. He rallied too quickly for my taste and sent a trio of Shadow Lances at my face. I got two of them, but the third hit my shields and obliterated all but my last three layers.

More bolts of fire came streaming in, forcing me to raise another Will shield. I shovelled more power into my Regeneration Constructs, which bought me a little time, and I soon came back at him with a Gravity Lance that tore his Fire Cannon out of the sky and caused it to explode messily. Some of the energy even snuck through his Shields and set his trousers on fire.

Before I could celebrate, a brand new cannon appeared above his head. Lightning started to flash and I groaned in frustration as my Dispel Cannons went back into action.

Rerek grinned as he picked up a trio of cars and tossed them at me.

I flexed gravity and they went crashing into the ground before they could get anywhere near me. I retaliated by ripping the front twenty-metres off a warehouse and throwing it right back.

He tried to repeat my trick with gravity, but I just increased the counter-gravity that was keeping all that metal and concrete in the air and he took it right on the shields.

I hadn’t expected that to be so effective, but I took ruthless advantage.

Acting quickly, I yanked Torch from my Void Ring and activated it, cutting off his access to the Shadow Realm. Then I reached out with my Will, and just started burying him in debris. Cars, metal, cargo containers, bits of building, rubble... I even threw a small cargo ship on there before pulling a great stream of water from the sea. I drew the heat from it, creating huge chunks of ice that I added to the heap.

Hardened air exploded outwards, hurling great piles of crap everywhere, and I countered with a colossal wall of Dispel that allowed me to bury him again.

I used the heat I’d taken from the water, Conjured plasma, and added it to the concrete, melting the outer layers and causing some rather loud swearing to come from under the heap.

The ice exploded into steam and I recycled that heat into the concrete as well before yanking stone from the earth and adding it to the pile.

Like he had at Camelot, I felt Rerek try to warp Gravity to Teleport out of there, but I blocked him this time, forcing him to put more precious energy into escaping. I drew the oxygen out of the area, which snuffed out the fires, but did nothing for the simple heat that he had to deal with.

His Black Magic finally went to work maintaining his body and I kept piling on the pressure... and the crap.

Eventually, he went all out and an explosion shattered the piled debris, spraying it everywhere.

Rerek leapt up, his suit in tatters, his body full of his power as it repaired the damage and kept his cells energised.

I flooded the air with Magic and the skies darkened. I wasn’t holding back anymore.

Lightning flashed and a dozen heavy bolts skewered him, flinging him out of the air.

He slammed into the ground, and a burst of wind picked him up again, hurling him into a nearby building.

With that much Black Magic running through him, though, I was fairly certain I’d done more damage to the building than the Magician...

He surrounded himself in Will, and he was soon hurtling at me, his body wreathed in fire and lightning. It looked like he was going to dismantle my shields by hand.

One thing that shocked me, though; he wasn’t angry. He didn’t even seem upset.

He was grinning, like he was having the time of his life.

Annoying.

I pulled as much gravity as I could into the area he flew into, but he was a quick learner (another thing that annoyed me), and he countered.

Thankfully, that was far from the only dirty trick in my repertoire. He was less than thirty metres away from me when the twister touched down on his head and yanked him up into the air where more lightning slashed into him, meeting his fire and his own lightning in an explosion of flares and sparks.

The wind became more violent; the lightning flashed over and over.

Rerek roared in what can only be described as joy, and flexed his own gravity, causing him to drop like a stone. Right at me.

Two hundred metres... one-fifty... one hundred... thirty...

I dropped the Illusion I’d put up around the rather large, thick wall of stone I’d just finished extruding from the ground.

The scream of shock was delightful...

The splat was just hilarious.

“You dick!” he bellowed from the far side of the wall, his voice sounding a little croaky.

“Don’t start with me, Rerek, you knew you were fighting an Illusionist!” I replied.

The wall exploded, revealing a rather worse-for-wear Rerek.

His face was all squashed, his upper body all bent and broken, though everything was already twisting back into shape under the ministration of his power.

He lowered himself to the ground about twenty metres away.

“Just curious... why are you fighting for Yoruba of all people? He planned to kill you, you know.”

“I’m not fighting for him,” I said, nodding towards the Guard. “I’m here for them.”

“Good Gods, why? They’re who he’d have sent!”

I shrugged. “They’re still Magicians. Our people. Can’t have you turning them into Grotesques.”

“I’d only have to turn a couple...”

“Nope.”

He chuffed and stretched. Something cracked in his back. He was already restored to his correct shape.

“Okay. Back to it, I guess. For what it’s worth, Graves, I’m actually sorry you’re dying. Good enemies are hard to come by.”

I smirked. “You might think differently before the end of this meeting.”

He laughed and a great wave of sharpened air came straight at me. A wall of stone shot up in front of them, taking the hit. I tore the wall free and threw it at Rerek, who was already moving and quickly dodged.

I removed the atomic bonds from the centre of the block and it exploded, sending shards of stone into Rerek’s shields. He retaliated with a complex series of Dispel-wrapped Fireballs and Lightning Bolts that had me on the back foot before I could counter.

One of my Dispel Cannons exploded, then another, just as a Fire Cannon appeared above Rerek’s shoulder. Fire and Dispel fought it out again, and I added hailstones the size of my head to the lightning and twisters that battered at Rerek.

I put a gravity field in among the clouds, vastly increasing the speed at which those hailstones hit. Where they missed Rerek’s shields, they dented the concrete.

I got his shields down again and snuck in another Chemical Spell that drained his energy. That was quickly countered by the Black, but at a cost, an ever-increasing cost.

“You really think the same trick’s going to work twice?!” he boomed over the thunder and cracks of falling hailstones.

“It has so far!” I bellowed back before doing it all over again.

I suppose I could have been more efficient about it. I could have burned him, blasted him, severed things... but, again, something held me back. Be it honour, be it respect; I didn’t know. Maybe it was something as simple as knowing that an intact fifth Archon was necessary for the future.

One way or another, something in my core made me keep this civilised.

What surprised me was that he was doing the same. He could have gone after the Garrison or the Guard, could have conjured a tidal wave to swamp the city... any number of things to distract me, but he hadn’t.

Sure the man was ruthless, ambitious and rather a general arsehole... but he also seemed to be something of a warrior.

And, rather terribly, still a better brother than Desmond.

I snorted at the thought and went back to work.

The initiative had shifted to me. Lightning, ice and air pelted and pounded at him, forcing him to expend huge amounts of energy defending himself whereas I only had to use a relatively little amount to maintain those effects.

I added the occasional bursts of heat to keep him off balance, followed up by Chemical Spells that drained his body little by little.

He fought back like a Demon, coming at me in a dozen different ways. He was constantly switching it up, going after my Dispel Cannons with heat one minute before going after my storm clouds with atomics the next.

He got in some nasty shots of his own, I’ll admit. My shields fell more than once and  something nasty would burn, strike, soak or sizzle me. One especially nasty Spell went right through my left side and destroyed one of my kidneys on its way through; that wasn’t fun.

That was a bad moment. I very nearly lost my grip on the Black, and it was a terrible jumble for a few seconds; focussing on healing while the Black tried to ooze through my Aura to the wound site.

But I fought it back. That remained my ace in the hole, and I wasn’t going to reveal it until I absolutely had to.

My wounds closed, just as Rerek’s had, but I had consumed considerably less Magic doing so (yay, me). We fought on, neither willing to give up, both looking rather like crap. And if you thought we looked bad, bruised and battered with torn clothes, burns and scars, you should have seen the docks.

They looked like a war zone. The concrete was shattered and ruined; outside of the Fortress Shields, there wasn’t a building standing or intact vehicle for two hundred metres in every direction. If that wasn’t enough, between us, we must have sunk half the Libyan cargo fleet; and the rest, we’d thrown at each other.

I really hoped nobody sent me a bill for all of this because yikes!

It was all worth it, though. I had Rerek on the back foot. His shields fell one more time. Lightning struck and I added to the electricity coursing through his body, causing his nerves and muscles to lock up.

Before he could respond, even before the Black Magic running through him could, I got a firm grip on the chemical energy in his body and yanked.

The Black within him flowed like a torrent to replace what I was taking, draining his Well at an alarming rate, it started to keep up with me, but I put more power into my drain.

I committed, throwing more power into my Spell... and it was working!

My Well was starting to empty rapidly, but nowhere near as quickly as Rerek’s.

He threw lightning, plasma and ice at me, backed up by wreckage and a small flood of water from the sea and the sky alike.

My shields buckled, one layer after another falling or exploding.

But not quickly enough. I had him!

He fell to one knee, his Well down to the dregs.

He lurched to his feet as his last shields flickered and fell. He started to weave towards me, and I had to stop my various attacks so he wouldn’t get blown to pieces or crushed.

Again, he fell to his knees. He exerted his Will against mine, but it was too little too late.

I dashed forwards, those Telepathic Spells ready to go, I had my finger an inch from his God-damned, stupid head!

I was so intent, so focussed, that I didn’t feel the Portal open. I didn’t feel the presence of foreign Magic.

I didn’t feel the presence of the Hunger. And I didn’t notice that anything was even wrong until after a Black Host had ploughed a Will-wreathed fist through my last remaining shield... and bitten off the side of my neck.
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A great many things happened at once.

Firstly, I lost the plot a little bit.

Even knowing everything I know, and being capable of everything that I was, being eaten alive was still a thing for me. It was irrational, and almost completely unnecessary, but there it was.

My blood sprayed everywhere because, not satisfied with just making a nasty, pathogen-infested hole where there ought not to be one, that wretched monster had managed to bite deep enough to tear a hole in my carotid artery.

Immediately, I felt the Hunger start swimming through my blood stream, seeking my brain. It had to be one of the worst things I’d ever experienced. Having something determined to see the end of me swimming through my own blood was truly horrifying.

I immediately lost my grip on the Black, and such was the power of the terror flowing through my Magic that my Shadows exploded out of every crevice, shattering Torch on the spot as they merged with the Black in my Well and overwhelmed its Enchantments. They swirled around me for less than a second before instinctively tearing the Host with its teeth still in my neck into little, tiny pieces, scattering them all over the port.

The Hunger in my system died instantly. My wound was sealed almost as quickly, though the damage would take a while to fully repair. My cosmetic scars itched horribly for a moment before starting to go the same way.

Even if Rerek had been blind, he couldn’t have failed to notice all of that. Thankfully, he was so shocked by the sudden turn of events, that all he could do was kneel there with his mouth open, staring at me.

For about a second. At that point, half a dozen more Hosts leapt through a Portal, grabbed him by his limbs, and hauled him right back through it.

That did not put me in a good mood. Something made worse when even more Black Hosts started spewing out of Portals and rushing me. There had to be more than a hundred of them, and most were Magicians. There was something strange about them, though it took me a second to figure out.

They were too tidy. No mangled flesh, no broken teeth, no torn clothing or open wounds. They were dressed in suits or robes, all very neat and normal.

As if they’d been infested by some means other than a bite.

As if someone had infested them directly.

There was no time to follow that line of thought, though, as the few Hosts that weren’t Magicians had already rushed past me and straight towards the undefended city. That distracted me from the reanimated Magicians that then proceeded to bombard my Shadows.

I snarled and lashed out, carving the first rank of them apart, the Black-infused darkness more than a match for even a Sorcerer’s shields (which was good to know).

I hurled fire at the escaping monsters, my rage and terror putting a little more oomph into those Spells than I’d meant to.

And also Black Magic. That made a mess, let me tell you...

Where the fire struck, it leeched into their bodies and used them as fuel. Rotten flesh rotted further before exploding outwards and spreading the flames to more Hosts.

But they were still getting away...

Even with the partial evacuation after the Garrison had been established, there were still half a million people living in Tripoli.

Half a million potential Hosts.

But I couldn’t go after them without exposing my flank to the ones actively focussed on me, and it was very unlikely the Guard would be helpful, seeing as how all they’d see was a Black Magician that looked an awful lot like the one that had just tried to get at them.

I swore and reached into the Shadow Realm. Elementals were there, almost swarming towards my energy signature. I linked with them and sent them images of the Hosts getting away.

Can you help? I sent.

I received an affirmative feeling and soon my Shadows had expanded, unleashing a small horde of tiny Elementals towards the fleeing Hosts. I spared some energy to deepen the clouds above my head, to keep the sun off my allies, but that was all I had the time for.

The Hosts were adapting.

Light lanced into my bank of Shadow, unravelling my Constructs and forcing me to refocus.

Thanks to the Black running through my veins, my wounds had finished closing and my scars had vanished (except for the ones that had reappeared...), so I didn’t have that to focus on, at least.

I banished the Shadows I was using to defend, replacing them with a brand new suite of defences, these ones having just that little hint of the Black woven into them.

It was astonishing what a difference that made. Magic was born of the imagination; it was something that had to be Willed into shape. With that little additional spark of exotic power running through it, though... it was if my Magic had become an extension of my mind, my intent; changing and adapting in ways that normal Spells simply couldn’t, hardening against one type of energy, flexing against another, for example.

It made defensive Magic far more energy-efficient for a start.

And when I added it to Attack Spells... oh my.

Black Plasma was my first attempt at this. I didn’t count what I’d done with my Shadows or the fireball, as those had been largely accidental; this was deliberate.

And oh so effective.

When simply applied in a ‘pure’ state, the Black was generally horrifically chaotic, causing terrible mutation and the twisting of matter and energy. When directed, though, added carefully and sparingly, with thought and deliberation... it became a conduit for dark and terrible wonders.

The plasma punctured one shield after another, and wherever it touched flesh, that flesh simply turned to ash... but not just at the impact site. The disintegration spread, running through the rest of the Hosts’ bodies until ash was all that was left.

I laughed madly as I cut down rank after rank of them. The two Sorcerers still among them lasted a bit longer, but not much, tiny bursts of exotic plasma turning them to ash.

Before I had the chance to deal with the others, I felt a great surge of triumph come through the Shadow Realm. My Elementals had finished their task. I might have expected them to return to the Realm, but far from it. Within seconds, they’d swooped back and were dropping out of the sky onto the remaining Hosts.

The dead things turned their attention to the new threat, and I hit them from behind.

After that, it was over in moments.

My Elementals sang at me, thrilled and exultant in ways I hadn’t even known they were capable of before.

That might be explained by the Black Magic surging through them, which I would have been terrified of under different circumstances. But feeling them then... I knew that they weren’t dangerous. Not when it was my power running through them.

I thanked them and they wasted no time returning home. I pulled my Magic from the sky and pushed the clouds away before they could rain on me. The sun returned, along with a lovely, blue sky, leaving me alone in the middle of a devastated, empty battlefield.

And suddenly rather pissed-off again!

I was still swearing when Orpheus, Cassandra and Demise arrived, Walder in tow along with three of his armoured comrades.

“Matty? You’re agitating the locals again,” Cassandra said with a smile.

“What? Why?”

“Well, you’ve just beaten an Archon and then an army of horrors... and now you’re standing there cursing at a rather small pile of ash.”

“It was larger when I started.”

Demise chuckled.

“There’s also the small matter of the... bite,” Walder said, gripping the haft of his hammer rather tightly.

“I’m fine. With this much Black Magic in my body, the Hunger is no threat to me.”

“Still, I think it would be better if we put you in quarantine for a bit,” he said carefully.

Ah... so that’s why he’d brought the three heavies.

I snorted. He bristled.

“Sorry, that was rude,” I said as politely as I could. “But there really is no point in a quarantine, Warden Commander. With all respect, if I was infested, you won’t be able to stop me, and you certainly wouldn’t want me here, where I could do the most damage.”

“At any rate, this discussion is moot. He’s not infected,” Orpheus said. I’d felt him trying to have a surreptitious look at me. In his defence, nobody else would have noticed. He was good at what he did. Maybe even better than me. A little. Alright, a lot. Centuries mastering a craft simply makes you awesome; no two ways about it.

I couldn’t see Walder’s face (helmet), but I imagined he was frowning when he turned to Orpheus.

“Sure?”

Orpheus nodded. “He’s as sane as he was when this started.”

“That wasn’t a compliment, was it?” I asked. Orpheus grinned.

“What now, then?” Walder said. “Clearly this remains unresolved.”

“Yes, because someone lost an Archon of the Black... again,” Demise pointed. I made a rude gesture.

“Yes, who’d have thought he could pull that off?” Cassandra said. “I mean... he was done!”

“Wasn’t him,” I said with a scowl. “It was her.”

“Her?” Walder asked. “Which her?”

“Ankiala,” Cassandra said with a sigh. “That woman is the gift that keeps on giving.”

“Are you sure?” Walder asked me.

I nodded. “I know her energy signature.”

I rubbed my eyes.

“We just have to carry on,” I said. “With any luck, we’ll have everything we need to get the Archons out, now. Let me have a word with the Guard. With any luck, I can persuade them to go to ground... or I can persuade them to go to ground.”

“Mathew, we’ve talked about your facial expressions,” Cassandra said.

“Right, right... better?” I said with a smile.

“Worse, somehow.”

“Aren’t you charming today?”

The Guard was... less than reasonable.

No surprises there.

They wouldn’t even talk to me. Well, to be fair, they were stuck on the other side of a sound-proof barrier (of which there were now three again), but they also wouldn’t communicate. I tried writing with Illusions, but they just ignored me, glaring balefully from behind their little fortifications.

Eventually, I had to start popping their Shields myself.

That made them a little more cooperative.

I won’t bore you with the details, because it took forever, wasting large amounts of my precious time. How I managed to hold my temper, I don’t know; they were very stubborn.

It wasn’t until Brigadier Sattra got involved that we made any progress at all, and that was slow, as he wasn’t in command. I was seriously considering just leaving them to die when common sense prevailed and they agreed to disperse.

I’d like to take credit, but it would eventually turn out that they’d been in contact with the remnants of their high command, and it was them that eventually persuaded the ridiculous general in charge to leave.

Complete waste of time, in every way.

Say what you like about Rerek’s methods, he didn’t have to piss about.
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After all that nonsense, I was—understandably—in a bit of a mood when I finally made it back to Clarion Hall. Demise and Orpheus sniggering in the background wasn’t helping.

My mood deteriorated even further when it turned out that, shock of all shocks, Yoruba had failed to live up to his end of the bargain.

“No deliveries at all?” I asked Webb for the third time.

“Sorry, my lord.”

I sighed and started rubbing at my headache.

“I don’t suppose there’s a slim chance that they stuffed it in a plant-pot and nobody noticed?” I asked.

He gave me such a look...

“Sorry,” I said.

He patted me on the shoulder and went off about his business.

I lowered myself onto a bench.

We were still short of the materials we needed. However, the difference was small enough that we could simply wait for that company we owned in Atarakis to make up the short-fall. It would be tight... but it would be doable.

The idea of just waiting did not sit well with me, though. There were too many things up in the air, not the least of which was Ankiala. You could argue that everything else, Rerek, Yoruba, even the trap the Archons had fallen into, were all distractions from the real threat, from her.

The simple fact was that she’d been a step ahead of all of us throughout this entire debacle. Her plans had continued largely unhindered by anything I or my allies had done. We’d barely put a dent in her Snakes, we hadn’t stopped her getting the Godstone or the materials from Atarakis and the African Council.

While Rerek, Yoruba and I had been snarling at each other, she’d been working away quietly in the background, proceeding towards her goal. Again, something we knew nothing about.

I didn’t dare just wait around for the materials to become available. I needed my brother and sisters back now. I needed their strength and their wisdom. And I needed their Wardens freed up to help me find that wretched woman before she got what she wanted!

And that meant I needed to go have a word with Yoruba. First, though, I needed to find him.

And since I’d told him what would happen should I ever see him again, that was not likely to be easy.

“Found him,” Tethys said. It had only been a few hours since Tethys had started her search. Her network was impressive.

“That was quick!” I said as I looked up from a notepad.

“He wasn’t hiding,” she explained, putting a folder on the desk in front of me.

I sighed. Yoruba was such an arrogant bastard. You’d have thought that someone with both Rerek and me after him would have at least tried to make us work for it.

I opened the folder. Having said that...

“He’s in a castle?”

“Naturally. Where else would you go to withstand a siege?”

“Fair enough.”

“It started life as Saint George’s Refuge, built during the early exploration of Africa in what is now modern day Senegal,” Tethys explained. “It was raided by the natives, then razed by the Dutch, rebuilt by the French, seized by the Portuguese, then finally recaptured by the French and held until Senegalese independence in ‘sixty. At that point, Yoruba’s family nicked it.”

I snorted. I couldn’t really judge on that one. I’d just pinched a castle of my own, after all. It was a bit of a fixer-upper, but it had very good bones. Well, foundations. Where they hadn’t been cracked by a small nuclear explosion. It was amazing what you could get away with when Kron wasn’t around to glare disapprovingly.

Anyway...

“It was in something of a poor state by that point. Being somewhat redundant to modern warfare, nobody had really bothered to maintain it, but Yoruba rebuilt it and remodelled the interior into rather a lovely seaside villa.”

“With artillery,” I commented, pointing at the embrasures.

She giggled. “Like you wouldn’t have your own battery if you could get a licence.”

“No comment.”

“And did I see you looking at army surplus sites to see if you could buy a tank?”

“Cassandra has a birthday coming up.”

“What’s this about my birthday?” Cassandra said, suddenly at the door.

“Nothing,” I said innocently.

“Work hard, Graves, you’re going to have trouble topping what you got me last year.”

A week’s exotic-environment training with the SAS. Yes, the woman was mad, but she claimed it was the most fun she’d had in years. It would have killed me dead. The initial fitness test would probably have killed me. For Cassandra... it was an adventure holiday. I digress.

“I know, I know,” I said with a smile.

“So what are you working on if not the most important day of the year?” she asked, dropping into my favourite chair and making it groan dangerously.

“Tethys found that imbecile I’m planning to abuse,” I replied, leafing through the pictures Tethys had prepared for me. Satellite shots. Nothing from inside, unfortunately.

“Individual you plan to question,” Cassandra corrected. “Appearances.”

“Waffle.”

“Don’t make me come over there...” she threatened.

I chuckled and continued looking through the file. There were receipts to an Enchanter’s Guild, one of the better ones in Africa. There would be Wards; probably nasty ones.

At least the physical defences weren’t going to be an issue (I would be bypassing them completely), because they were impressive. The fortress was built on a rocky hill sticking out of the shore line, connected to the mainland via a sandy causeway. It wasn’t a more modern star-fort, more like an ancient castle, with five cylindrical towers anchoring the white, crenellated walls. The latter were twice the height of a man, covered with steel plating, painted red and green. Within the curtain wall was a complex of buildings; no keep. That had been knocked down to make space for a small mansion, barracks and servants’ quarters. Like the African Council Chambers and Yoruba’s palace before them, the buildings were beautiful, made of glass and white stone, covered with carefully cultivated flowers and grass.

I was going to try very hard not to burn it down.

“Ooh, it’s been a while since I besieged anything,” Cassandra said, suddenly looming over my shoulder. “We can start by clearing this area for the artillery, then begin the entrenchment here, under-miners here and here... earthen ramp here... I can take it in six weeks and it shouldn’t cost more than two hundred casualties, three tops.”

I turned to stare.

She eventually stuck out her tongue. “Fine. What’s your plan?”

“Turn up, remove a large portion of the rock under the fortress, pick Yoruba out of the rubble, make him talk, find the Opal he promised me, tie him up, drop him off at Rerek’s place in Rome, come home, pleasant dinner with saucy Succubus.”

“Plan approved,” purred the aforementioned saucy Succubus.

“There, see?” I said smugly.

Cassandra rolled her eyes.

“Fine, if you must do it in the most boring way possible.”

Tethys sniggered. “What a world we live in that demolishing a fortress with Magic is now boring.”

“It is compared to how I’d have done it. The bark of cannon, the glorious charge, the desperate last stand and the lamentations of their women!” Cassandra said, drooling a little.

“What did their women ever do to you, you savage?!” Tethys said, affronted.

I laughed as Cassandra glared... then I shut up when she turned it in my direction.

“Fine, do it your stupid way. But mine would have been epic,” Cassandra said with a pout.

“Rather squanders the element of surprise, though...”

She blew a raspberry and started to sulk.

As it turned out, nobody got their way.

The castle was gone when I arrived.

Literally. There was nothing left, not even wreckage. The hill was about twenty metres shorter than it should have been, too, the top perfectly smooth and flat, as if the world’s sharpest, most colossal blade had sliced it off.

“Well... that’s just cheating,” Cassandra said.

In spite of the plan, which didn’t actually call for her doing anything unless there was a colossal screw-up, she was laden down with so much weaponry and equipment that I was surprised she could move. She’d even brought her own siege ladder, even though she could fly. Poor Orpheus and Demise had been press-ganged into carrying yet more stuff; they were even more heavily laden than she was. I think Demise was carrying a mortar.

I had to find Cassandra a real outlet for these martial desires or one day she was just going to slink off and conquer something.

“Right?” I said, more than a little put-out about the whole thing, myself.

“I mean... would it have killed them to let me storm a breach before they pissed off?”

“Cassie, we weren’t going to make a breach, we were going to sneak in!”

I’d changed the plan to include less collateral damage.

“And I don’t think they did piss off,” I continued. “I think they were all, for want of a better phrase, thoroughly murdered.”

“Eh?”

“The stone,” I said, kneeling down to put my hand on the smooth top of the hill. “Yup, Shadow Magic. A Shadow Inversion unless I’m very much mistaken.”

“And that is?”

“One of the most powerful, most destructive Spells in a Shadowborn’s Arsenal. I’m simplifying, but you essentially transform all the matter in a given area into Shadow-stuff. It’s irreversible. Once the Magician stops powering the constructs... it all just ceases to exist.”

“Jesus...” Orpheus whispered.

“I’d really hoped Rerek wouldn’t know about this technique,” I said.

“I don’t,” Rerek replied.

We spun as a group.

I held up a hand before anyone could do something rash. I didn’t want my Wardens in the way for round four.

“Relax, Captain, I’m here to talk,” Rerek said to Cassandra, grimacing as he took in the scene.

I could feel his emotions. He was as disgusted as I was.

“We’re listening,” I said.

“We are?!” Orpheus said.

I nodded. “I believe him. For all his ambitions, he hasn’t been the mass-murdering type.”

A bit of a fine line on that one, but killing in combat wasn’t the same as slaughtering a castle-full of people, many of whom would have been innocents. There was a difference and Rerek understood it.

I could feel Cassandra grinding her teeth, but she kept her Enchanted hand-cannon pointed at the ground.

“Go ahead,” I said.

“She’s gone insane,” he said.

I didn’t have to ask who.

“You make a good pair,” I replied.

“Said the Black Magician,” he said dryly.

“He’s got you there,” Demise commented.

“Stop helping the opposition!”

Demise snorted.

“You were saying?” I said.

“She’s been assembling an army. Not just those ridiculous cultists-”

I noticed that he wasn’t wearing his Ouroboros anymore...

“-actual Magicians. Those who won’t serve, she’s turning with the Hunger. She’s figured out a way to control it.”

“You really expect me to believe that you had nothing to do with that?” I asked.

“No, of course not. You wouldn’t believe me if I said rain was wet. But, for what it’s worth, I don’t want to see a world under the sway of the Hunger any more than you do. You forget, I’ve seen what that looks like. Whole cities drained of life to feed a ravenous horde. I won’t see that happen again.”

“What are you saying?” I asked warily.

“I’m saying that we have to put our differences aside. We have to work together to stop her before it’s too late. I can’t do it myself; you saw to that.”

“What’s her endgame?” I asked. “She’s not in this for political power. She could have had that any time she wanted. She doesn’t want to rule, and if she’d just been after death and chaos, she could have dropped a Black Host in every major city.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I had a contact. He told me that her efforts were being concentrated in the Middle East, somewhere. Before he went quiet.”

“The Middle East? Rather a large area to search,” I commented.

“That’s all I have right now,” he said. “I’m working on it.”

I grimaced, thinking.

“How would this work?” I asked eventually.

“Matty!” Cassandra hissed. “You can’t seriously be thinking of trusting this man, can you?!”

“Of course not. We just happen to have aligned goals; for now. He wants to rule the world, and a cult of personality, backed up by a parasitic plague, would interfere with that.”

“Just so,” he agreed with another shudder.

“Alright, then,” I said, “we’ll head back to Clarion. We can discuss this in more detail. I want everything you know about Ankiala and her group. If you hold anything back, the deal is off.”

He rolled his eyes as I Conjured a Portal.

“We don’t actually have a deal,” he pointed out as he turned towards the aperture.

“Very true,” I replied.

I cast Mage Sight.

Yes, it was him. I was fairly certain before, but now I was absolutely so.

Not an Illusion, not an impostor; Rerek, First Shadow, Archon of the Black.

As soon as he had his back turned, I took an extra half-step towards him, reached into my Void Ring and, with a single motion, withdrew the Gods’ Blade and stabbed him with it.




Chapter 74



In the backside, just to clarify. I didn’t aim for anything vital.

It occurred to me that it was rather below the dignity of such an ancient, powerful weapon to continually be applied to the buttocks of bad guys (this wasn’t the first time), but they just happened to be large targets (necessary with my level of knife-competence) and not filled with anything that could result in death when stabbed.

Anyway, I stabbed Rerek, and the world seemed to freeze for a second.

Cassandra actually screamed out of pure shock.

Demise dropped half her pile of crap.

Rerek gasped.

I grinned.

The Blade went to work.

That familiar burrowing sensation began, the ancient weapon’s power surging into both me and Rerek, finding our Wells with unerring accuracy.

Rerek screamed as the Blade started to tear from him all that which Desmond had stolen from me.

My Well started to expand, but a lot of the power I was taking back wasn’t going into that. Inexplicably, it was being shunted into the fabric of my Well, making it thicker, even more stable... and a better storage medium for the Black. I could feel those parts of the walls expand too, growing denser, more pervasive. More potent.

The Blade went for his Affinities next. To my surprise, it took two, and only two, of his five.

I got my original Affinity to the Shadows back, which only served to deepen and strengthen what the Black had restored to me, making it more of an extension of my soul than ever before.

I also got his Affinity for the Black.

And something else, too, something... more.

Just before the Blade finished had its work, a little piece of power pulled its way free of Rerek and was drawn into me.

I gasped as it flew deeper and deeper, beyond my Well even, and into the part of me that was all Soul, all core.

There it unpacked... and I was whole.

Truly whole. I don’t mean that I was restored to what I was. I mean I was made whole in a way I’d never been before.

It was as if something had been missing my whole life, and now it was where it belonged.

In a flash of clarity I remembered Rerek’s story, what he’d said about his fight with the First Shadow of his time, how he’d taken something from him. Something essential.

I knew what that was, now. I understood why Rerek had never gone insane, or been emotionally uncontrolled in the same way I was.

It’s because he’d had this, this essential part of what should have been within every First Shadow throughout history, but hadn’t been because it had been trapped within his Soul all this time, unable to be reborn in the Shadow Archons of times gone, condemning them to either a short life, or one lost to the corruption of the Black.

A true Affinity, a pure link to the Black, to the Old Magic, like the one I had to my Shadows. The ability to truly master that power, not become enslaved to it like so many of those who had come before me.

The Blade slid free of Rerek and he fell to the ground, unable to control himself. It hadn’t been more than a second, but it had felt like an eternity. My Portal collapsed and I fell to my knees.

My heart pounded as my Soul... came back to life. That’s what it felt like. I’d known that the Black had changed me, and been changing me, but I hadn’t known just how much until it stopped.

It was like my true self exploded back into being, washing away so much of that wretched darkness that had been infesting me like a strangling vine around an oak.

The Blade fell from my hands and I sobbed.

Thankfully, Cassandra was there like a shot and snatched up the weapon before anyone could get ideas.

Rerek lay there gasping, going through his own thing. The Blade was harder on those it took from. I had been a wreck for a while after my own stabbing, but he seemed to be doing pretty well, actually.

He remained, simply, one of the most powerful Sorcerers on the planet. The Son of Life and Death, indeed. A Dual Affinity Life and Death Magician, with a healthy dose of Light in there, the latter from Desmond. His Well was large and solid; he retained nearly three times the power of a high end Sorcerer.

He laughed, a sound of pure, radiant joy, of release and wonder.

Seriously? He couldn’t even do this right? Where was the weeping, the loss, the sorrow?

He rolled over a little to look at me, a radiant smile on his face.

“Thank you,” he whispered. “Oh, thank you.”

Balls.

“What the actual hell?” Cassandra said. “What the... what just happened?!”

“Not very quick, is she?” Rerek said with a smirk.

“Shut up,” I said without heat, slumping against Demise, who had appeared at my back.

I was exhausted, utterly and completely. It was like coming out of the ultimate cathartic cry, if that makes sense. The kind of exhaustion you feel after you deal with your shit once and for all, and can finally move on with your life.

Of course, Rerek was already recovered enough to exert himself a little. Pure Life Magic flowed and knit his bottom back together, while Entropy slipped from the area, making the healing process even more potent.

Life and Death, employed simultaneously... damn.

He sat up, his limbs shaky, but he looked even better than I did. He felt better, more stable than any of us.

My left pinkie warmed up, and there was a tinkle as the Signet of the First Shadow spat my Void Ring off its spot. No, really. I would swear I heard a ‘sptoo’ sound...

I smiled, feeling true warmth in my chest for the first time since I’d taken up the Black. I hadn’t known it was really missing from me until I could feel it again.

Apparently Rerek was going through something similar. “Oh...” he said, “oh, I feel human.”

He closed his eyes, his expression that of a man slipping into a warm bath after a long, hard week in the winter cold.

“If someone doesn’t tell me what just happened, I’m going to take the hump!” Cassandra complained. Loudly.

I held up my left hand for her to see.

She dropped some things. One of them may have started ticking.

“Oh God...” she whispered reverently as I picked up my Void Ring and slipped it onto my right pinkie for the moment. I’d need to come up with a new storage item (I wasn’t a jewellery fellow), but one thing at a time.

“I never really knew what I was carrying until it was gone,” Rerek said, unknowingly parroting my own sentiments. Indeed, he looked lighter; certainly healthier. That might have something to do with the Blade removing every trace of the Black from his system and his natural Magic reasserting itself. With a vengeance.

He shuddered; hard.

“It’s like a voice constantly whispering in my ear finally stopped,” he said, a tear running down his cheek.

“Not to ruin this lovely moment, but shouldn’t we be arresting him?” Orpheus pointed out. “And maybe running as fast as we can from the other him?” That last with a nod in my direction.

“Drama queen,” I sniped.

“Backstabber!” Orpheus countered.

“Butt-stabber,” I replied.

“Not better!”

“Trust me, much better,” Rerek said.

“Okay, I’m now asking one last time, and then I’m going to start twisting things. What just happened? This is not what you described as a typical reaction to a stabbing from this wretched thing!” Cassandra said, her voice rising up the register.

“Please stop waving the Gods’ Blade around,” I begged.

“Sorry,” she said, handing it back to me. Orpheus squawked, which was hilarious. I stuffed it back into my Void Ring.

“Perhaps I might explain?” Rerek said.

“Make it good. Kron had a point before he started panicking,” I said.

He may have been diminished, may have been stripped of the Black, but he was still the man who’d caused me no end of trouble these last few months.

Orpheus muttered mutinously at my description, but didn’t interrupt.

Rerek nodded. “To cut a long story short, and I can’t say as I understand completely myself, but I think that I had a piece of the First Shadow’s power, an important piece?” he began, looking at me.

I nodded.

“It didn’t belong to me, and it... changed me. Made me... wrong. I can’t blame everything I did on it, though. I loved power, still love power, actually, but I was far more ruthless than I needed to be, far less compassionate than I should have been. It’s the damndest thing... when I had it, I couldn’t imagine not having it, not using it, even to the exclusion of the powers I was born with, and now... now I’m feeling like myself again. Free, for want of a better term.”

“For a potentially limited time,” I growled.

He chuckled. “You’re not going to do anything to me, Graves. You can’t be sure how much of what I did was me and how much was your alien power influencing my mind. You’re too fair for that now.”

“Wanna bet?”

“Yes.”

I didn’t have a reply to that. Having my conscience back was already proving to be a colossal pain.

“Cassie, he’s ruining this for me, do something,” I said, waving at the other Magician.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know—use your imagination!”

“Alright... nope, I’ve got nothing.”

I glared. Cassandra smiled back at me, her eyes full of tears.

I grunted. “Well... I guess we really had better find out what you know,” I said with a sigh. “Would you mind sitting down with someone from the SCA?”

“Don’t trust me around your people?”

“Of course not. ‘Once bitten, twice shy’ is my new motto. And while there are plenty of SCA Agents, there is a somewhat more limited number of people I like.”

Cassandra and Demise both rolled their eyes.

“And what’s to stop them arresting me?”

“For what?” I asked.

“Anything they bloody like! It’s not like I have a lot of friends out there!”

“And whose fault is that?”

“Yours!”

“Oh. Right.”

“And while we’re on that topic... was that you who took Yoruba from his palace?”

“Why would you ask that?” I said innocently.

“I knew it. You destroyed a beautiful empire, Graves!”

“Yes... it was rather a good bit of work, wasn’t it?”

“No! It was utterly destructive!”

“Well... Black Magic. It was a bit of an influence.”

“If I don’t get to use that as an excuse than neither do you!”

“I didn’t agree to that.”

“Figures,” he grumbled.




Chapter 75



I called Hellstrom. I left her somewhat conflicted.

On the one hand she was ecstatic that we were down one existential threat, but on the other, she wasn’t happy that not only did we still have another one to deal with (a potentially worse one) but that there was no point in arresting the previous one, seeing as how there was no fair court that would convict him. He also had Sovereign Immunity when committing those crimes... if you could actually define anything he’d done that way. That, too, was annoying.

For my part, I had no idea what to do with the man. I wanted justice of some sort, but what the hell did that mean?

Was he the same man he’d been before I’d stabbed him?

No. I hated to admit it, but no. I certainly wasn’t.

So, what did that mean for that justice I wanted?

Damned if I knew.

At any rate, Rerek was now in SCA custody, with a lawyer (hadn’t even had to ask. Hellstrom simply arranged it) and he was now, officially, someone else’s problem.

With any luck at all, that would be the last I’d see of the sort-of bastard.

Ha.

After dropping him off at the Conclave, I went home. I was exhausted and frustrated, but also so relieved. I still felt odd, my mood strange. But at least that mood wasn’t one of nearly homicidal rage. That was progress. God, it felt good to be just pain, old miffed again. To be able to be annoyed without wanting to kill or maim.

I stepped through a Portal and back into Clarion. As the cool air of the lobby washed over me, I let out a sigh of pure relief.

Even with everything we still had to sort out, the world was a brighter place.

“Alright, we’re alone. What the hell, Graves?!” Orpheus barked, startling me. “What the hell happened to you back there? You’re all different again!”

I did my best to explain what had happened from my perspective. I wasn’t going to do that when Rerek was around. That was none of his business.

Cassandra stepped up to me and looked me over again. She’d been doing that since my signet came back, but now it became intense, deep and probing, with Magic involved. I let her.

She looked for quite a while.

Then she blinked.

Then she burst into tears and yanked me off the ground into a hug that threatened to squeeze the life out of me.

“Air! Air!” I complained as she sobbed onto my shoulder.

She squeezed harder.

“Good grief woman, there is very little practical difference!” I wheezed.

“Shut up. You know that’s not true!”

“I swear you people are quite mad,” Orpheus grumbled. Demise patted his shoulder again.

Eventually Cassandra put me down and wiped her eyes.

“I never believed it. A Black Magician who isn’t... wrong. Well, any more wrong than he started anyway.”

“Hey!”

She laughed and started hugging me again.

“That’s hot,” Tethys said, suddenly right behind Cassandra, causing my Warden Commander to fling me away so hard that I actually left the ground for a second there.

My Shadows caught me, though.

So good to have those back, have I mentioned that?

“Thank you, Tethys,” I said to my girlfriend, giving her a glare to which she returned a grin.

Warmth flooded through me. My emotions were still burning hotter than they had (quite a bit hotter), but they weren’t as uncontrollable as before. Rerek put it best; I felt more human. Less like a twisted caricature of one. What had ruined him, completed me. What sort of a weirdo did that make me?

Tethys came over to wrap me up in a hug that flooded my nose with her scent and made me light headed as she kissed me gently.

“Welcome back, Love,” she said meaningfully, her voice shaking slightly. I’d had a phone line open to her when I’d explained things to Hellstrom; the rest she’d learned from skulking, no doubt.

“Thank you,” I said with a smile that had her blushing.

“Now, tell me everything. Spare no detail. Did he cry? Crap himself? Tell!”

I laughed. I hadn’t really described how the knife had come to find itself lodged in a part of Rerek’s anatomy to Hellstrom.

Was I ashamed of what I’d done? I had been somewhat despicable there.

Nah.

“I still can’t believe you did that,” Orpheus grumbled once I’d finished telling Tethys. “Literally while his back was turned.”

“Well... it is the safest way,” I replied.

Four groans. One of them may have been somewhat different, but I didn’t want to look too closely at Demise in that moment...

“Oh what? I’d already beaten him fair and square two times, I was done with that,” I complained.

“How was anything you did fair and square?” Orpheus asked. “You ambushed him twice and then literally stabbed him in the back.”

“Butt, the butt! There’s a difference!”

“Not a big one.”

“Cassie, someone else is ruining it for me, do something.”

“I would, but I smell dinner,” she said, walking past me towards the dining room.

I harrumphed. Orpheus grinned and followed, Demise hot on their heels.

I stayed with Tethys, her fingers intertwined with mine.

“You feel better,” she said gently.

“How?” I asked with a smile as she turned to hold me.

“Lighter.” She put a hand on my back, between my shoulders. “The knot’s gone.”

I smiled and held her close.

“I can’t explain it,” she said, “but you really do feel like Mathew, again. I wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference before, but now... I know that I was always a little tense around you. A prey-response, now that I’m looking back on it. I don’t feel like that anymore.”

“Good?”

“Very. And never put yourself in a position like that again.”

“It wasn’t like I did it on purpose!”

“I don’t know... this is exactly the sort of elaborate, convoluted plan you’d come up with. You did end up with indescribable power, vast wealth and the girl...”

I whistled innocently, earning me a prod in the side.

I kissed her.

“Think you can distract me with your manly wiles do you?” she whispered. “Well, I’m onto you, Graves.”

“Too late, Love,” I growled, making her giggle, “the plan has already succeeded. Surrender to the inevitable.”

“Never, you beast...”

“Good grief, you have a room!” Cassandra barked, startling us both.

I turned to glare. My friend just smirked.

“Come and have dinner, idiot,” she said, “you haven’t eaten since this morning.”

“Yes, Mother,” I said with a sigh, drawing Tethys with me towards the food, smiling all the while.

It was as if a black cloud had been following me and now was gone.

Hell, the only thing that was still really bothering me... bothering me...

Oh God.

Zion.

“Matty?” Tethys said, concern in her voice as I stumbled to a halt, went white... then green.

I looked around desperately for a receptacle and all I could find was a potted fern.

Oh so much vomit...

“What’s wrong?” Tethys said between heaves.

I shook my head, then shoved it back in the pot.

“What the hell, Graves?! I loved that fern!” Cassandra complained.

I tried to swear at her, but it coincided with another wave of nausea, so it didn’t quite have the effect I was going for.

Tethys rubbed my back while Cassandra came over to kneel next to me.

Finally, there was nothing left and I slumped against the wall, casting the usual Spells to get rid of the mess (and more importantly, the smell).

“What was that in aid of?” Cassandra asked with a raised eyebrow. “I know it wasn’t food poisoning, you were immune to disease even before you became a Black Magic monster.”

Oh, that just reminded me again...

I dry-heaved a couple more times, which could not have been attractive.

I breathed carefully, trying hard not to think about what I’d done.

Naturally Cassandra wouldn’t let me.

“Come on. Out with it. We don’t have all day,” she nagged.

I shook my fist at her half-heartedly, but it didn’t work.

“Zion,” I finally answered. “What I did to Zion.”

Her eyes lit up, but she tried to be casual about it.

“And?” she said with a shrug as she started to twitch.

How the hell could I tell them this?

Slowly, that was the way. Ease them into it...

“Well, you know how he’d joined Namia’s little group of fanatics?”

“Yes? Yes?!”

Tethys was squeezing my hand rather hard. The gleam in her eyes told me that she’d wanted to know as much as Cassandra had, but she’d had the good grace not to ask.

“Well, their symbol is the Ouroboros.”

“We know this, Matty, get to the point.”

“I am,” I said, looking away. “I figured that if he liked snakes so much, I should just help him get closer to them. So I used the Black... and I adjusted his biology.”

“You turned him into a snake?!” Cassandra gushed, biting her lip.

“Not as such. I integrated his arms into his chest, fused his legs together, reshaped and elongated the torso and neck, dissolved some bones so that he was a human with the basic shape of a snake. No scales or fangs or anything.”

“Damn... that’s rather awesome.”

“Not done.”

Tethys was starting to look a little green herself. She’d got there already.

“Oh?” Cassandra said. “What could be better than that?!”

“Well, the Ouroboros isn’t just a snake. It’s a snake that eats its own tail...”

It took her a minute, but Cassie got it.

“Seriously?” she gasped.

I nodded.

“I lobotomised him so he couldn’t speak or communicate with a Telepath, added some rapid-regeneration so he couldn’t die, then some mental commands... and I left him to it.”

The pair of them blinked at me for a while.

“Wow,” Cassandra said softly after a bit.

“Yikes,” Tethys added.

“Well... that sounds about right to me,” Cassandra said after a while.

“It does? How?” I asked. “Even for me, that is some pretty evil stuff!”

“Well, he did kill one of ours,” Cassandra said with a shrug. “I can’t think of anything worse than what you did to him, or I’d have suggested that instead. Works for me.”

Tethys nodded, squeezing my hand gently.

Everyone had liked Rodger.

“I was expecting a lot more in the way of being carted off to the loony bin,” I said.

“There’s a reason why justice is supposed to be impartial, Mathew,” Cassandra said. “But since it wasn’t, far better that the job be done properly. No half-measures.”

“Was rather thorough, wasn’t it?” I said.

“That may well be the ultimate fate worse than death,” Cassandra said. “Or top ten anyway. I’m fine with this.”

“I... I’m not sure I am,” I said.

“Well... that’s because you’re a great big doily.”

She smiled and cupped my cheek, her eyes wet again.

“And it’s good to have our doily back.”

She leaned her head against mine.

“That wasn’t really a compliment.”

She chuckled. “Do what you have to do, Mathew. If there’s one thing I can rely on, it’s that you’ll do the right thing. More or less. Eventually.”

I grinned and got to my shaky feet. I saw Demise leaning against the frame of the door leading to the dining room. She was flushed, biting her lip; her eyes were lidded and her legs were trembling.

“Wow... that is just disturbing,” Tethys said, seeing the same thing, “and that’s coming from me.”

I shook my head, resuming my trek towards the food.

I was going to have to do something about Zion. But that was a problem for another day. A bit more suffering would do him good.

That aside, I really felt like we were on the home stretch, that everything really was going to be okay.

Which, in retrospect, was stupid.

As much as I may have preferred otherwise, Hellstrom wasn’t willing to just let me slink back to my normal, anonymous, way of doing things. I was now the Archon. Nominally the one in charge of Magical civilisation. I won’t bore you with the details, but she had me in meetings for two days after that, rebuilding confidence and restoring the status quo, during which I did my best to dump as much of the responsibility on her as I possibly could.

I likely increased her personal power and prestige considerably, but if there was one person I trusted in the political arena, it was her.

She made me give half a dozen speeches in four different Conclaves, which I loathed at the best of times. I just couldn’t get out of it. Let me tell you, aside from Cassandra and my mother, I’d never met anyone who could lay a guilt-trip as well as Arianna Hellstrom.

But, by the time I was done, the Conclaves were coming back into line, and there weren’t any overly-loud mutters about Black Magic, so she clearly knew what she was doing.

I was rather astonished by how well I was received. The British Conclave actually cheered me in. Even the others I visited were glad to see me. That was almost certainly just happiness over a return to stability, to normality. Councillors and statesmen who’d only grudgingly had me in their countries before welcomed me with open arms. More than a few men and women who’d railed against my very existence in the past had hugged me and welcomed me ‘home’.

Politics...

Anyway, things were starting to shape up a little. Yoruba was neutralised... rather permanently (still annoyed that I hadn’t been the one to deal with that. The whole thing felt anticlimactic). The African Council was consolidating before electing a new Triumvir, so they weren’t going to be a problem for a while, and that was before Hellstrom’s P.R. campaign told everyone that I was back and wanted the status quo restored. After that, the African Council started doing their best impressions of church mice.

Rerek was cooling his heels in ‘protective custody’ and the Wardens’ Garrison was being reinforced by the day with new volunteers. The Conclaves who’d wavered had seen which way the wind was blowing and wanted to pretend they’d supported us all along.

So, we had two issues left. Crafting materials...

And Ankiala.

She seemed to have gone quiet. No Snakes, no Hosts, nothing. But I knew that she was preparing for something, marshalling her resources. It was now a matter of who would get to finish their work first; her or me.
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“So, would you like the good news or the bad news?” I asked Cassandra a few days after handing Rerek over. She was sprawled over a sofa in my library, pretending to watch the Rugby. No doubt she hoped I wouldn’t notice the graphic novel she’d tried to hide under the sofa when I walked in.

“Good news,” she said with a sigh.

“We’re going for a little walk.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“You don’t like going for walks. You object to what you once described as the ‘unholy trek’ between your bedroom and the kitchen.”

“I like going to libraries,” I said innocently.

“I don’t like the way you’re saying these things. Makes me think you’re up to no good.”

“You wound me.”

“Really? What’s the bad news, then?”

“We’re off to the Archive,” I said with an ingratiating smile.

She groaned. “Not again!”

“You don’t even know what I had in mind!”

“Oh yes I do. You want to steal that damned book again!”

“Is ‘steal’ really the word?”

“Yes!”

“Technically, I have the authority to remove any article from the Archive that I see fit.”

“Oh sure, use the rules against me!”

I chuckled and sat next to her. “She belongs here. With us.”

Cassandra grumbled, crossing her arms and pouting. “I guarded that book for seventy years, Mathew. It was my goal in life to keep it away from Black Magicians.”

“Yes... and now that I’ve tricked you into my service, ultimate power will soon be mine. Just as I always planned,” I said sinisterly.

She went white.

I couldn’t hold my evil expression, though and burst out laughing, earning me a thump.

“You arse! I peed a little!”

“You are so easy!”

“Oh, I’ll give you easy, you little bastard!” she growled before leaping at me and yanking on some rather sensitive things.

“Uncle! Uncle!” I gasped as she got my arm up behind my back.

“No, I think you need more pain.”

“I disagree!”

She snorted and let me go, shaking her head.

“Sorry,” she muttered. “I shouldn’t have fallen for that. I do know better.”

“If anyone’s earned a minute to get used to this,” I said, gesturing at myself, “it’s you.”

“Thanks,” she said.

“I’m still going to take ruthless advantage until you do, though.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“Or not. Probably not.”

“Better.”

She stood and straightened her shirt before slipping her jacket on.

“Let’s go, then. I don’t have all day.”

Her eyes darted to the graphic novel.

“I knew I’d corrupt you,” I said with a smirk.

“Shut up. I’m only reading it because I lost a bet!” she protested, going red.

I decided to let her have that one. She seemed to be in a punchy mood.

Back to the Archive.

If they make me use the stairs this time...

Cassandra went first and grimaced as the Wards sealed off her Well.

“Ugh. Did not miss that,” she said with a grunt.

“I have no idea how you worked like this for so long,” I replied, following her in.

The familiar sensation dropped towards my Well.

And then just stopped before it could get there.

I froze; surprised.

Some kind of energy was being woven through my Aura; it was repelling the power of the Spelleater Wards.

It didn’t take long to track back to its source.

My Signet.

My face split in a huge grin.

“Cassie!”

“What?!” she asked, spinning at my tone, which had been a little over-excited, I’ll admit.

Her eyes went wide as she saw the little Magelight suspended over my palm.

She glanced at the silver line on the floor that marked the beginning of the Wards’ area of effect, then back to me.

“You mean...?”

She got it instantly. I nodded.

She screamed in joy and came over to wrap me up in a hug.

After a moment, she leaned back, grinning from ear to ear. She looked me up and down, smiling proudly.

“I knew you’d get there,” she said, cupping my face.

“Think of all the secure places I can loot now!”

“And you ruined it,” she replied, swatting my arm.

I couldn’t seem to stop grinning.

The Signets of the Archons were more than just symbols, they were items of power all of their own, providing protections to their bearer against hostile influence and effects. Until now, the powers of mine had remained dormant, a legacy of those Archons who’d fallen to the Black and had to be put down (which was a lot of them, to be fair).

But now, it was active. It was, perhaps for the first time, really mine.

It pulsed gently with power, a soothing counterpoint to my heartbeat. It was an amazing feeling, one of true acceptance.

“Hey, you know what I just figured out?” I said with a smirk.

“What?” Cassandra replied, still smiling at me.

“Never have to use those stairs again!”

She groaned, covering her eyes.

“Oh, the other Warden Commanders are going to make fun of me...”

“They don’t already? Ow!”

“I hate you, Graves.”

“No you don’t,” I replied, opening a Portal straight to Mira’s level and stepping through. The Portal Jammers didn’t work inside the place, after all, just in and out, why would they need to?

“Good grief...” Cassandra sighed.

“What?”

“You just used the true powers of an Archon to avoid asking to use a lift! How lazy are you?!”

“Very. Very, very lazy, that’s why I’m a Level Eleven Magician with five Specialisations; they give those certificates out to anyone.”

“Shut up, Graves.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

I stepped through my Portal and onto Mira’s platform.

The entire Archive started to shake.

The Grimoire glowed, flaring like the sun, emitting a whine that had Cassandra ducking behind me. I surrounded her with a shield, but didn’t cast one for myself. The tone was actually rather pleasant to me, and only got more so as the resonance changed, becoming more in tune to me.

Finally, the light vanished, the tone faded to silence, and Mira appeared, more solid and vital than ever before, grinning like the Cheshire Cat’s evil, bird-eating twin.

“Welcome and be welcomed, my Lord and Master,” she whispered reverently, dropping to a knee.

“Oh stop that, will you? And get in my pocket already, we’re going home.”

“Must you ruin every important moment?” the book’s avatar said with a pout.

“That’s always been my experience,” Cassandra said with a sigh.

“You know what I’m going to do? I’m going to go to Atarakis, hire every Amazonian descendant I can find and pay them to ambush you and administer a smacked bottom,” I replied, turning to glare at my Warden.

“And how do you know I wouldn’t enjoy that?” she said with a leer.

“Not fair, creeping people out with implied fetishes is my thing!”

She laughed and I headed to the pedestal.

“Already in your pocket, Mathew,” Mira said with a smile. “That’s the decoy.”

I grinned and reopened the Portal, gesturing Cassandra through.

I patted my pocket to confirm that there was, indeed, a dark tome of indescribable power in there, then I followed her through.

It was... I can’t actually describe how good it felt to return Mira to her spot in my library.

Well, a brand new spot actually. There would eventually be a second decoy Mira where the real Mira used to be hidden, as well as a decoy Shadow Codex in the same spot. I didn’t expect the Archons to ever come for her, but Palmyra was a terrible gossip and one of their more fanatical Wardens might get ideas.

Immediately, her power seeped back into Clarion Hall, and the defences immediately shifted, becoming denser, stronger and far more dangerous.

“Much better,” she said, appearing in front of me once I’d sat down.

“I’ll say!” I agreed. I let out a relaxed sigh. My home was once again a true fortress.

Mira smiled and gestured.

A large sheet of paper slipped out of my desk and landed on the coffee table in front of me. Symbols and Spell formulae appeared, dense and complicated. I recognised the symbol for Black Magic laced throughout.

“What’s this?” I asked once she was done, picking up the sheet.

“Binding Spell,” she said. “Impossible before, for obvious reasons. Rather pedestrian now.”

“Binding?”

“For me. So that this never happens again. I will be bound to you for as long as you live, unable to shift my allegiance again.”

“And you... you’d be alright with that?” I asked warily.

“My personality reflects yours, Mathew. You don’t want to lose me again, so I don’t want to be lost. This doesn’t restrict me in any way other than the mechanisms of ownership, if that’s what you were worried about.”

“It was. And you’re sure?”

She smiled and nodded.

I read through the Spell and started practicing the constructs, getting a feel for how everything worked. It wasn’t that complicated, but it required the Black to work. The principle was to take a miniscule piece of my Soul and latch it onto Mira. If I understood the Spell, it locked down the part of the Grimoire’s Enchantments responsible for selecting its master. When the rest of my soul... moved on, so too would the fragment, freeing the book once again.

Worked for me!

I took an hour, did a few trial runs, then cast the Spell.

And it hurt.

A lot. Even yanking off such a tiny, and I do mean tiny piece of my soul (the equivalent of the shavings you get when you file your nails, that tiny) hurt like hell, but if it kept Mira safe, then it was worth it.

Even if it did put me on my arse for a day.

And make Cassandra scold me.

A lot.

Honestly, you cast one little Black Magic Spell that carves off a bit of your Eternal self without warning anyone... actually, I think I might see her point.

Never mind.
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“Morning Umaira,” I said brightly.

I think you’ll agree that this cheery greeting didn’t invite a shriek of indescribable terror as a response, but that’s what I got.

It was the day after I’d managed to lever myself back to my feet, feeling much better, if not completely recovered from the Binding Spell, and I’d wondered forth in search of breakfast.

“That’s new,” Cassandra said from her spot at the dining table as Umaira did her best not to urinate in her own jeans.

“Sorry,” the Time Mage said meekly, keeping her eyes low and her posture shrunken.

“Um... what’s the matter?” I asked her.

She flinched at the sound of my voice.

“Did I do something?” I asked as gently as I could while I wracked my brain for what I could have done to get this reaction.

“The Black Magic thing is scaring her,” Cassandra explained between bites of some sort of scrambled egg, sausage, butter and bread monstrosity. “Also someone, who will remain nameless—but was Demise—may have been bragging about the awful things you did to Zion. I’m guessing that might have something to do with this.”

She waved at Umaira, who was visibly squishing her posture into a smaller shape.

Oh thank you very much, Demise...

“Umaira?” I said softly.

Another flinch.

“Please would you look at me for a moment?”

She lifted her head very slowly. Her eyes were filled with fear and disappointment. I think I preferred the former to the latter, if not by much.

“I promise you, the man who did that is not the one standing in front of you.”

Sort of. I was closer to my baseline than I’d been before stabbing Rerek, but I wasn’t all the way there, either. I could see myself doing terrible things again if the situation called for them, or if I was angry enough. Rather a disturbing realisation, but not one that was especially helpful to the current conversation.

“And I would never harm someone who hadn’t harmed me and mine first. You have nothing to fear from me, ever. Understand?”

“As you say,” she whispered, looking away again.

This would not do. Umaira couldn’t be effective in this state. Frank Herbert was quite right: “fear is the mind-killer”.

“You’d better have a look,” I said, tapping my head.

She shook her own very hard. Her hair even went whipping out of its band (which hit me in the eye, incidentally).

“N-n-no, I don’t need to do that!” she stuttered.

“I think you do,” I said, returning the band. She flinched again, but took it. “Because if you don’t, you’re going to stay like this, and if you do that, you’re going to stop learning from Glass and your Wardens. You’ll fail, we’ll fail, the world becomes a darker place. So, please satisfy yourself as to my soundness.”

She became so terrified that it looked as if she were about to pass out. Not good for my self-image. It was one thing for bad guys to be scared of me, but I felt absolutely rotten over Umaira feeling that way.

Cassandra sighed and came over before Umaira could faint.

“Umaira, you trust me?” my Warden asked.

Umaira nodded.

“Then give me your hand.”

“Lot of butter on that hand,” I pointed out.

“Do you want help or not?” she asked.

I waved her on.

Umaira extended her hand and Cassandra took it. She sent a Telepathic probe to Umaira and then another into me, guiding the Time Mage, acting as a buffer, a lens, so that Umaira wouldn’t have to touch my mind herself.

“Cassie, I would stay out of that part of my memory, that’s-“

“Holy God!” Cassandra squeaked, instantly going bright red.

“-where the Tethys stuff is,” I finished sheepishly.

Umaira gasped, her hand going to her chest. Her eyes watered.

“I didn’t know... I didn’t know it was possible...” she whispered.

Cassandra smiled, shaking her head.

“What?” I asked.

“That one person could love another that much,” Cassandra replied warmly.

“Moving on...” I replied pointedly.

“Right. You’ll have to forgive him, Umaira. Britons, you know...”

“Want I should remember that time you sat on a Faberge Egg?” I replied.

Still one of my very favourite memories. The sound she made... I laughed so hard I peed a little. I mean, she threw me into a rather icy lake afterwards, but still worth it.

Cassandra went even redder and swiftly slid out of the Tethys part of my memory.

She went through more of my emotional memories, just doing her best to explore my humanity for Umaira’s sake... and maybe her own. Eventually she couldn’t stop herself anymore and took a look at how I felt about her.

“Girly tears,” I said, smiling at her. A small measure of revenge for all the times she’d said that to me.

“Shut up, there was something in my eye!”

“Both eyes? Ow!”

She finished swatting me, let Umaira go, and yanked me into a hug.

“Me too,” she whispered.

“I know.”

She shoved me back, cleared her throat gruffly and turned back to our resident Time Mage.

“Questions?” Cassandra said.

“No,” Umaira replied. “Sorry, Mathew.”

“It’s alright. I’ve gotten used to it.”

“Please, you cultivate it,” Cassandra replied.

“Saves me a lot of work if villains are too scared to do villainy.”

“Is that the only reason you do anything? So you have less work to do later?”

“No. The acquisition of food, comfort and naked Succubae are also important.”

“Ugh. Men!” Cassandra said in disgust.

“Like you’re any better!”

“I will have you know that I am a paragon of maidenly virtue and restraint!”

“You still have butter on your fingers, Paragon.”

“And now so does your favourite t-shirt,” she said evilly.

“I’ve saved the world at least twice, why am I being punished?”

“You saved two small islands, don’t get above yourself.”

I sighed, turning to Umaira. “See what I have to deal with?”

She giggled, already looking far better.

I hated making people afraid (some of the time, anyway). I was glad she wasn’t anymore. She was still wary, but at least she wasn’t terrified.

“Are we going to discuss why I keep finding you cuddling my boyfriend?” Tethys said from the doorway.

“No need. Sheer animal magnetism-ow, why?!”

“Stop giving people the wrong idea!”

Tethys chuckled and came forward to kiss me.

“Mine,” she said, sticking her tongue out at Cassandra.

“Ew,” my Warden replied.

“Hey!”

“Well, you are.”

“Not nice!”

“Don’t care.”

Tethys laughed and took my hand.

“I have something for you.”

“Really?” I said with a raised eyebrow.

She grinned. “Something business-related, you pervert.”

“I’m not sure I enjoy that characterisation...”

She rolled her eyes and handed me a piece of paper.

“Coordinates?”

She nodded.

“Unless I’m wrong, that is where Ankiala has stuffed the Demigod manufacturers she sent ‘on holiday’,” she said, grinning in a way that reminded me of a wolf.

My heart leapt.

“You think?!” I said, pulling up a map on my phone.

“I do. I’ve called in every favour we accumulated at GCHQ, tapped resources in eight different countries, gave out a few markers, at least one of which is going to bite me in the arse one day... but yes. I found them.”

“That’s amazing, Love!”

“I can’t take all the credit. I wouldn’t have come close without the information Hellstrom got from Rerek.”

“Really?” I said with a scowl.

She nodded.

“Rats.”

Cassandra snorted. Tethys rolled her eyes and started taking me through the data. Rerek had provided a name, which had led to a phone tap, which had led to two more, then a satellite being repositioned, which led to another location, then another... before finally arriving at a villa in southern Italy. In the original Namia Sutton’s home province, now that I was looking at it on a map.

I looked at my watch. Ten in the morning. Italy was two hours ahead, but that made no difference, really. I wasn’t willing to wait until dark.

“Okay. Cassie, get Orpheus and Dee and be ready if I call. Tethys, would you get in touch with the Sons of Lethe in case I need to call in artillery?”

They both nodded.

I went to the nearest bathroom and leapt into the Shadow Realm.

If I could get those Demigods back to work, only for me...

This could be change everything.




Chapter 78



I quickly found the general area, and was eventually able to zero in on the property. I did a quick circuit of the building’s Shade, then I started opening tiny Gates so I could get a proper idea of what I was walking into.

The villa was three stories tall and squat in overall shape. The front face had two thick towers of local stone either side of an arched entry, topped with sand-coloured slate. The walls were bare stone and the wood of the window panes, shutters and doors were painted in a faded blue. The garden was well maintained, mostly grass and a few shrubs aside from a small grove full of olive trees; all very normal, almost deliberately so. Nothing stood out as either offensive or opulent, there was no mess, but nor was anything too neat, either. Any casual visitor to the place would have found nothing worth remarking on. There were only three people on the grounds, two caretakers and a cleaner; the former were working on the shrubs, next to a beaten-up little three-wheeled truck with a bed full of tools. The latter was mopping up in the kitchen.

If I hadn’t known that there was something to see, I may well have missed it. Their facade was impeccable, and the diversionary Enchantments were even better. The Wards were layered into the fabric of the building with immense skill and subtlety, the work of a master.

But, since I did know that there was something else to the place, it didn’t take me long to find their chamber of horrors.

There were four sublevels underneath the wine cellar, accessed by a lift hidden behind a wine rack in what had to be the worst sort of cliché. The top level contained four bedrooms around a central dining area, the next one down an office and a recreation room. Below that was a storage room, where there was another hidden door concealing a set of stairs leading further down.

It was on the lowest level that I found the Demigods.

Or, more accurately, what was left of them.

They were in a circular room, all fifteen of them, strapped to chairs much like the one we’d found that poor, wretched Time Mage in.

Like him, they were also Hosts to the Black version of the Hunger.

Unlike Quinn, though, they’d been terribly mutilated, reduced to little more than upper-torsos, heads and arms, enough to touch the items in front of them and transform their matter into useful materials, but not much else. They’d even had their jaws removed so that they couldn’t bite.

I just hoped this had happened after they’d died, for what little that was worth.

I shifted my tiny Shadow Gate further up in the room so I could get a better look at the Magicians running the place. There were three of them, working around the chairs, collecting pellets or shards of various Magical elements as they were made, or adjusting the spikes that had been driven into the skulls of the Hosts to control them and keep them working.

One Wizard, two Acolytes. Each wore the snake, leaving me in no doubt as to who I was dealing with. The silver pendants or badges were somewhat incongruous with their gore-spattered working clothes.

I decided to hold off on revealing myself. I was wary enough of Ankiala’s foresight that I wanted as much information as I could get before I acted. But, more importantly, I wanted that little pouch in the corner.

The one full of Storm Opal.

It sat among more than a dozen others, each carefully labelled and containing a different rare material. This made me worry even more. Storm Opal was one of the most potent Magical materials; there were any number of dreadful things to be done with a sufficient amount of it.

And if combined with some of that Godstone I knew she had...

I didn’t want to think what that would mean.

I wanted the pouch in my possession before I did anything else. For all I knew, there was someone watching with orders to drop the house into a volcano if I turned up, and while I was confident of saving myself from such a situation, I couldn’t say the same for the Opal or anything else in that room.

So, thievery first, cathartic acts of painful Shadow-stabbing later.

I waited until the Magicians’ backs were to the table and widened my Gate just enough to allow the pouch through. I paused for a moment. No detection. I grinned and Willed the pouch to me. I wanted to shout in joy as it landed in my hand and wasted no time slipping it into my Void Ring. It had felt heavy. Perhaps heavy enough?

While I had the opportunity, I pinched even more of the pouches, finding it really hard not to cackle as so much rare stuff made its way into my safekeeping. This would keep me Enchanting for years!

I would also deprive Ankiala of them; that was important, too...

Ooh, that last one had been packed with Entangling Slate, very good for Space Enchantments; very rare indeed. There couldn’t have been more than a quarter-kilo, and that was likely enough to buy the villa I was standing in.

One of the Magicians turned around with a small scoop in one hand, a blue powder lining the bottom. He looked around in confusion.

“Bjorge, where’s the Naiad’s Tears?” he asked.

“Far left,” another answered.

“That’s what I thought. Not there.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the third said, coming over with his own tiny scoop. He frowned.

Then he cast Mage Sight. Impressive for a Wizard; not too many could manage that.

He went white when he saw my Shadow Gate.

He opened his mouth to shout a warning.

My mind clamped down on his like a vice.

And that’s when everything went to hell.

She’d been ready for me.

Not just intrusion, not just discovery.

Me.

A little bit of Will hadn’t been enough to trigger the Wards, nor had a tiny Shadow Gate.

But the second I lashed out with the full force of my mind, something very strange happened. The best way I can describe it is as a kind of Magical chime, packed with power. The energy resonated in perfect counterpoint to my Magic.

It started deep below the villa and quickly coalesced around the three Magicians’ Ouroboros jewellery, which then started to glow.

It took all of a second to recognise the weird, otherworldly signature of Theodakris, that wretched stone, and less than another to lash out in an attempt to smash those amulets away, to stop the Spell.

I nowhere near fast enough.

Like I said... ready for me.

The Shadow Realm rippled as reality warped. I leapt out just ahead of an effect I can’t really describe properly, but vortex seems about right. Only it was one without a central point, as if the Realm was being pulled apart and churned.

This, however, was only a side-effect of the Spell.

I emerged from the Realm just in time to see a rift open in the centre of the room.

Rift, though, was a poor way to describe it. Wound was better, a slash in the fabric of reality itself, an ugly hole... that rapidly became infected.

Dozens of things came pouring through, little squirming masses of flesh, none were the same colour or shape, made up of different combinations of tendril, leg, tentacle, wing or chitin. Some skittered, some flew, some flowed, but each went straight at a human body.

They weren’t Demons. Demons, I could have dealt with. Demons would have been welcome compared to this. These weren’t even from our Universe.

They were Defilers.

Tiny ones, true, but still things like Behemoth, like Proteus.

The Osiris Magicians looked just as horrified as I was and reacted almost as fast, adding lightning and fire to my beam of plasma.

They didn’t do very much. A Wizard’s lightning barely slowed those things down. Acolytes’ fire didn’t do much more than tickle them, their ability to warp our reality more than a match for such low-yield attacks.

Plasma, though, caused them to pop like the world’s most horrifying balloons, spraying guts and mush everywhere, melting the concrete behind them, too.

A squirming mass of tentacles and mouths leapt at me and bounced off my Black-enhanced shields, its flesh rotting away, but the Snakes weren’t anywhere near as lucky. Each was attacked by two or even three creatures, the little horrors sliding through their shields as if they weren’t even there.

They screamed awfully as the Defilers burrowed into their flesh, every attempt to pry them away failing. More creatures mobbed them, digging in; tendrils and tentacles vanished deeper into their bodies. They collapsed in terrible agony, and I couldn’t do a damned thing.

I was too busy exerting myself against that rift.

I’d spotted that the Spell which had created it was trying to close the thing, but there was a mistake in the Construct, or possibly a misunderstanding in the way the Spell interacted with the alien reality beyond; I don’t know.

What I did know was that the rift’s stability was growing, not decreasing. The power was fading, but not quickly enough.

And I could feel something coming. Something considerably bigger than what had already turned up. I worried about what would happen if it could take control of the Rift.

I hurled Magic at the wound, ripping into the Newtonian parts of it with my mind, picking strands of Magic apart as quickly as I could. If I hadn’t had the Black, I’d have failed. That gave me a certain punch against the exotic power from the Godstone that I would otherwise have lacked.

And it still cost me half my reserves of Magic.

The Rift snapped shut with a great clap of energy, sending a shockwave into the room that squashed a dozen of the little monsters and sent more flying. But that still left a very great many of them, and some were heading for the door.

I put a bank of hardened Shadow in the way, just in time to deflect a trio that would otherwise have escaped. I made it barbed and three of the Defilers soon impaled themselves.

The others turned their attention to me, leaping at my shields, some surrounded by a nimbus of energy that ate into my defences when they struck.

I hardened air and sent blades of matter into the press, severing things, splitting others, spraying volatile fluids and gaining myself the time to turn my attention to the Magicians.

Again, I was too late.

The monsters had spread tendrils throughout the Mages’ bodies; like roots from a seed. They were already in the brains, in too deep to remove without killing the hosts. Energy flowed, flesh warped... and the trio stood up again, slowly turning towards me. Skin, muscle and bone bubbled and flowed into new shapes. Bones erupted from flesh, sharpened and barbed, fingers elongated into tentacles, teeth became fangs; new mouths opened, organs were repurposed. Those poor men had become meat and fuel, their souls shackled to the invading organisms.

Souls that were now providing power.

A lightning bolt slammed into the Shadows covering the door.

And apparently knowledge, too...

And then things got even worse.

The Black Hosts started screaming.

My eyes went wide.

The Defilers had swarmed the corpses just as enthusiastically as they had the living, and every Host was now... well a host to something else as well.

Only the alien monsters didn’t know what they were getting into.

What they were exposing themselves too.

As they reached the Hosts’ brains... they reached the Hunger, too.

The Black Hunger was a stable parasite. It had to be to produce consistent results... but the warping power of those creatures was too much even for the Black in those organisms.

The parasite mutated along with the Host.

And then it spread into the Defilers.

My mouth dropped open as the bodies started to twist and writhe, the Hunger and the Defilers merging and rebelling against each other all at the same time, like some parasitic fight for dominance.

I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that nothing good was going to come out of that.

I filled the room with Black Plasma.

I didn’t know if there was any hope for the three Magicians, but I knew that I couldn’t take the chance of even one of these things getting out. The ones in living flesh would be bad enough: I could already feel them breeding, and those offspring were adapting in contact with their hosts’ biology to make taking over similar hosts easier. Even if they were alive, and that was iffy, I couldn’t risk it.

My heart felt like a lead weight in my chest, but I still did what I had to do. The Black-infused flames rotted everything they touched, the heat carrying from one creature to another, leaving piles of stinking, smoking mess in their wake.

The monsters screamed, hurling themselves at me, tearing at my shields. Air blades spun around me like a tornado of razors, parting flesh and scattering it into the rotting inferno.

The Wizard was the last to fall, the Defilers using every scrap of knowledge he had to prolong their lives. They tried to distract me, and then to cast a Portal, but that was my trick and I knew it too well.

I stopped them.

I killed three men, but I stopped them. I destroyed every trace I could find of Black Host or Defiler, but it wasn’t enough for me. That building needed to be cleansed.

I drew the Black out of my Magic and I burned that room. I didn’t stop until the concrete was molten and beginning to drip from the ceiling. I sent a Disintegration Beam burrowing into the floor until I got to the general area where the Gateway Spell had originated, and then I repeated the process, adding more and more heat until all traces of foreign Magic were gone.

That still wasn’t enough for me, though.

I Portalled out, emerging well above the property. One of the groundskeepers spotted me and opened fire with a submachine gun he pulled from under his shirt, but a Shadow tendril whacking him in the nether regions soon put a stop to that. The other two servants attacked as well, but they were Pureborn; a trio of Sleep Spells put them all out for good.

Without any further distractions, I assembled a Spell, pulling in gravity, heat, kinetic energy and light until I glowed with the vast amounts of power I was holding.

I flew above the house and cast, straight down.

The roof collapsed into the third floor, brick, tile and wood exploding and burning; massive amounts of gravity drew it all in and downwards before anything could spread or escape. One floor after another collapsed, smashing ever downwards until it reached the reinforced cellar, which also then collapsed into the hidden complex.

Everything burned, everything broke, stone became liquid, wood became dust and I didn’t stop until everything was crushed and buried, smashed utterly and irretrievably, anything that had been there unrecognisable and lost forever.

Then, in an act of true overkill (as if there were such a thing when dealing with what I’d just seen), I drew in Entropy and suffused the chasm I’d created with pure Death. I even Conjured a small Fortress Shield around the debris to keep all that energy contained.

Only then was I content to gather up the three groundskeepers and head home.

I had rarely been so angry; even under the full influence of the Black.

One mistake on my part, one thing going wrong...

It would have made the Black Hunger look like the sniffles.

Ankiala was going to pay for this one. It was one thing to seek power, to mess with me, to betray me... but this was the planet we were talking about.

What the hell had she been thinking?! She had to live here too, after all.

I think that was the question that disturbed me the most. Ankiala was no fool. I suppose one could give her the benefit of the doubt on not knowing how the Hunger would interact with a Defiler, but those little creatures were still enough to have slaughtered millions, or even more.

As I’ve said, I’d felt them start to multiply.

So what was she thinking? What could she be doing that this hadn’t been a problem for her?

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

But I was quite sure that I would eventually find out.
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I handed the survivors to the SCA and made a statement. The latter took hours on account of all the international nonsense. Apparently I shouldn’t have yanked them across borders without informing the Italian Concillium, if at all. Strictly speaking, I shouldn’t really have done... well, any number of things without informing the locals. Oh well; live and learn.

When I finally got home, the first thing I did was hand the Storm Opal over to Maximilian. He started working before I’d left the room, which was reassuring.

I started walking, stomping really. I was tired, worried and in desperate need of a shower, but instead, I went to my garden. I sat on my favourite bench with a sigh and stared at my tree.

Had I done the right thing?

I could have at least tried to save those men.

Had I made a snap decision because it was what I had to do? Or was it because I simply didn’t care enough to take a chance?

I rubbed my eyes.

“Would it have killed you to let us know you were back?” Cassandra scolded, dropping onto the bench next to me and making me jump.

“Sorry.”

“We’ll discuss your punishment later. Why don’t you tell me what’s crawled up your arse this time.”

I smiled. “Have you ever considered a career as a crisis councillor?”

“Indeed I have. I think I’d be good at it.”

“At the very least you’d get a lot of people claiming to be cured.”

“Claiming to be cured of an imaginary condition... sounds about right to me.”

I chuckled. She nudged me.

“Well?”

I explained.

“Imbecile,” she replied.

“Thanks. I feel much better.”

She rolled her eyes theatrically.

“You made a snap decision in a moment of existential
crisis. You were facing a threat that could have slaughtered millions if left unchecked. You saw massive infiltration of the victims’ brains by a creature you couldn’t hope to understand in the time you had available, to say nothing of removing safely. You did the right thing; you know that. What’s really bothering you?”

“That’s not enough?”

“Sure. It’s just not your issue. So spill.”

I rubbed my eyes.

“This job... responsibility, whatever you want to call it, it’s going to mean making more choices like that. Today it was three people almost certainly beyond saving. What about tomorrow? Kron’s told me about some of the choices she’s had to make, some of the things she’s had to do...”

I trailed off.

“And?” Cassandra prodded, before actually prodding me.

“I don’t think I’m cut out for it, Cassie,” I said honestly. “I think that innocent people dying because of something I did would wreck me. It was bad enough when those idiots got eaten by Demons because I’d left them under a Sleep Spell, and they were rotten!”

She sighed and put her arm around my shoulders. “Oh, little brother, I wish I could say that it’ll be fine,” she said gently. “I wish I could say that you’ll never make a mistake and that nobody will get hurt, but if you live long enough, anything can happen, especially when someone is as... nosy as you.”

I lifted an eyebrow.

“You know what I mean. You see things you don’t like and you can’t help but interfere with them; it’s who you are. One day, you’ll bite off more than you can chew and people will get hurt, maybe even die.”

“This isn’t helping.”

She smiled warmly. “I truly believe that the world would be a darker place without you in it, Mathew. Maybe that fear of doing the wrong thing will paralyse you into a mistake, or maybe it will drive you to plan more, to do better. Knowing you... I’d bet on the latter.”

“You think so?”

“That’s really up to you. Just know that I trust you to do your best. That should be all the seal of approval you need,” she said, nudging me again.

It was, actually. There was nobody whose good opinion I valued more.

“How long before I stop feeling this crappy, do you think?” I asked.

“I hope never,” she said, taking my hand. “It means you’re still that dumb kid that provoked a woman with a sword in a building where he didn’t have any Magic.”

“I remember that encounter differently.”

“You’d rather have to, just to preserve your pride. You should have seen the look on your face when I clocked you...”

“Not nice, Cassie!”

She laughed. “Just keep doing what you’re doing. Everything will work out.”

“How can you be so sure?” I asked with a smile.

“My mother used to tell me that God doesn’t give unto a man a bigger field than he can till.”

“Sure, bring Heaven into this, that’ll talk me off the ledge,” I said dryly.

“Yeah... you might want to stop being pissed at Rose, Mathew. Literally everything worked out just fine for you.”

“Not because of what she did!”

“Really? Because if you hadn’t trusted Ankiala, it’s possible—if not probable—that none of this would have happened... and that you’d be dead quite soon.”

“Must you remember every little thing?” I grumbled. “And that’s no guarantee that she knew how this would turn out.”

“And you’re also assuming that she had some sort of choice in any of this...”

“Stop ruining being grumpy for me, it’s one of my great pleasures in life.”

“No it isn’t.”

I muttered darkly and she rolled her eyes.

“Just keep planning, keep doing your best.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“You’d better!” She lightly punched my arm. “You’re really doing fine. Don’t be so hard on yourself. That’s my job.”

“And your pleasure, apparently,” I said, rubbing my numb arm. And that really had been a light punch.

She rolled her eyes again.

“Don’t be a doily.”

“Don’t be a sadist- Oof! Right in the ‘plexus...” I gasped.

“Weakling.”

“Thug!” I complained.

She wrapped me up in a hug.

“You’re a good kid. I wouldn’t change you... aside from your aversion to anything resembling exercise.”

“Just had to get that dig in, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

I chuckled and she squeezed.

“Again? Seriously? Don’t you have your own boyfriend to snuggle with?”

Tethys.

I ended up in the pond.

“Is it your aim to see just how far you can make that woman throw me?!” I asked once I’d spat out half a gallon of water that may have included a small goldfish.

Tethys was still on the ground, wheezing, unable to stand for laughing so hard.

Cassandra was glaring at us both, though how it was my fault, I don’t know.

“Though now that she mentions it... we haven’t seen Nick in a while,” I said.

Not since Zion’s betrayal, in fact. I knew that Cassandra had been in contact, but she hadn’t mentioned any problems. I assumed he was still feeding us information, for all the good it was doing.

“He’s working with his father on the Council,” she said with a grimace. “He doesn’t know when he’ll be back. If ever.”

“Oh,” I said.

I hauled myself out of the water and dried myself off with Magic.

“Want me to go topple their government so he can come back?” I offered.

She gave me the eyebrow. “You really would, wouldn’t you?”

“Sure. Won’t take a minute.”

“I don’t know if you’re a romantic or a sociopath,” Cassandra said, shaking her head.

“I do,” Tethys said, recovering from her walrus impersonation enough to kiss my cheek.

I preened... then I noticed the evil grin.

“Mean.”

She kissed the tip of my nose and giggled.

My phone rang before I had the chance to retort (that waterproof, insulated cover had already paid for itself...).

“This is not over,” I said as I picked up. The Succubus stuck out her tongue.

“Graves,” I said.

“You owe me a villa.”

“Ankiala... so good to hear from you.”

“Cut the crap, Graves. Return what you took. Now.”

“Sure. Come by the house, I’ll hand it to you... if I even had the first idea what you’re talking about.”

“My materials,” she whispered dangerously.

“From the villa? Are you mad? I didn’t have the chance to take anything from that place. I was too busy doing my best to prevent an unspeakable horror being unleashed on our one and only planet,” I growled. “You might know something about that?”

She chuckled. “Precautions had to be taken. But now you have a problem. Your actions have deprived me of certain things that I need. You will provide them.”

“Oh yes, absolutely...”

“Don’t use that tone with me, Graves, you will do as you’re told or I will unleash upon you such terror as has not been seen in a millennium!”

“What do you want?” I asked warily. I knew what she could do, now.

“Better. I want your Opal, of course.”

“You can’t have it.”

“A poor answer...”

“You don’t understand. It’s been used! I got the last of what I needed the day before yesterday!” I lied.

Silence.

“You’re lying.”

“Rerek had a stash,” I explained, thinking quickly. “I captured him and he negotiated for better treatment. I made the damn deal!”

Another long silence.

Click.

She’d hung up.

I looked up at Tethys and Cassandra, swallowing hard.

“You think she bought it?” I asked.

“I hope so,” Cassandra whispered. “Or we are in rather a lot of trouble.”

“I think I’ll go and prod Maximilian,” I said.

“Good idea,” Tethys replied.
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On my orders, every Conclave around the world went to high alert in case Ankiala should pull some sort of retaliation. All it would take was one of those squiggly little monsters let loose in a population centre to cause inconceivable destruction. We were now at the point where the Black Hunger was a secondary threat to civilisation, which did nothing for my ability to sleep soundly, I can tell you.

But, to my immense surprise, nothing happened.

On the one hand, great. No additional loss of life, no plagues, horrors or messes to clean up.

But on the other... not so great. It meant that she was being smart. She wasn’t spreading her focus or wasting her resources, which was worse in some ways. If she wasn’t reacting emotionally, she wasn’t being foolish, and if she wasn’t being foolish, then I had less to exploit.

Worrying.

Very worrying.

It took that damned Enchanter thirty-eight hours to finish his work. I know because I’d all but stood over him with a club the whole time. To his credit, neither he nor Umaira wasted any time, barely resting, eating quickly and sparsely. It couldn’t have been pleasant for either of them.

The finished object was far from lovely, a bracelet about two inches across and three wide, designed to clip around Umaira’s slim forearm; the metal was stained black and unfinished.

But it was perfect. Maximilian had been planning for a long time, and it showed in the beauty of his Enchantments. Everything, aside from the finish, was a work of Magical art, a testament to a master of his craft.

When Umaira first put it on and fed it power, she gasped at just how well it all fit with her Aura, Well and Magic. It was an extension of her, attuned to every aspect of her being, right down to the fit over the contours of her left wrist.

He may have been abrasive, he may have been an arse, but, contrary to what I’d thought, he was not arrogant. Arrogance is undeserved pride. Maximilian deserved every scrap of his.

I paid the man every penny he was owed, plus a hefty tip and a large share of those stolen materials. I wanted that man very satisfied with his employment in case I should need him again one day.

Umaira took another day to practice with her new bracelet and the team that would be powering her Spell, and then we were all off to Tripoli.

It was quite a group that stepped into the Garrison that day. Myself, Cassandra, Demise, Orpheus, Maximilian, Glass, Umaira and her team of Wardens barely fit in the tiny concrete room where Walder and his men were working to maintain the miniscule tunnel through the Fortress Shield.

“Commander,” I greeted with a nod.

“Lord Shadow,” he replied with a bow.

I smiled. It was good to be back.

Never thought I’d think that.

“This way,” he said.

He led the way up a set of stairs carved from the concrete, past three rather murderous corners covered by heavily armed Wardens and into the open air.

Open air covered by heavy weapons. They were taking no chances.

“Now can I have a machinegun?” Cassandra muttered as we followed through a slim gap in the walls surrounding the Portal point and towards the fortified warehouses where the Time Lock remained guarded and inviolate.

“If you can get Hellstrom to issue the permit, sure.”

She blew a raspberry.

The walls of the warehouse were visibly thicker, the roof reinforced and extended to cover the entirety of the dome. Large towers had been erected at each corner, with more along the edges, making it look more like a castle than an industrial building. The Enchantments were heavy and ridiculously sturdy. Even if Yoruba’s army had broken through the Fortress Shield without dying horribly, there wouldn’t have been enough of them left after trying to storm that building to so much as spit at the Lock.

The interior was nothing like I remembered, with new internal walls of concrete and steel, creating a meandering path full of ambush points and miniature strongholds. It made the entrance to Kron’s fortress in China look like a picnic spot; it was a masterpiece of fortified murder.

I made a mental note to get the number of the architect; I was restoring a castle, after all...

Eventually, we made it to the chamber containing the colossal, Enchanted, half-sphere of three-inch thick steel that had been erected around the Time Lock. There were Wardens every three feet, facing out, with more lining the walls and yet more concealed on gantries near the ceiling.

An armoured man even larger than Walder tensed as we approached. He was stood in front of a massive hatch in the dome and didn’t relax even as Walder ordered him aside, his helmet swivelling to one of us after another.

“Alright,” I said, “Umaira, this is your show.”

She nodded and stepped forward.

“The plan is as follows,” she said “I, along with my team, will form the Psionic Link with myself as Directing Intelligence. They will keep up a steady stream of energy as I cast my Spell through the bracelet. Said Spell will be a bubble of our Space-Time that I will use to penetrate the Time Lock. I will move from one Archon to the next, prioritising their extraction until all but Lady Time are out. Then I will remove the Wardens, then finally move on Lady Time herself.

“That is the tricky part. Removing her Spell will cause the Lock to collapse, and the explosion to release. The dome is designed to contain that explosion, but that still leaves us, and almost certainly this building, in serious danger. That is where Lord Mathew comes in. I will create an area of our space-time around Lady Time while maintaining her connection to the greater construct. That should allow him to make defensive preparations.”

Which I had been planning out since this plan was concocted. I was confident that my Affinities would allow us to survive. Well, me, anyway; the building...

“As soon as Lady Time is free, we will evacuate the building by Portal, by which time, the last of the Lock will have collapsed, but Lord Shadow’s preparations should give us the time we need to escape. Questions?”

There were none. Umaira and her Wardens gathered along with Glass and knelt in a group. Telepathic probes started to extend, linking into a web that spread from one to another. Energy started to flow freely through the web until I couldn’t tell where one’s power ended and another’s began.

It took them an hour, and then they stood as one, Umaira heading for the hatch.

The huge guard had his hand on the handle...

And Orpheus’ phone rang. He picked it up quickly.

“Kron,” he said.

I turned towards him slowly, but the look on his face killed the sarcasm that had been gathering on the tip of my tongue.

“How many made it out?” he asked, his face falling further with each passing moment.

“How many attackers?”

He winced. Then he gritted his teeth.

“Fall back to... rally-six. I’ll be there in a moment,” he said.

He hung up and looked at me. His face was white as a sheet, his lip trembling.

“What?” I asked, feeling a knot start to form in my guts.

“Someone’s just taken Leviathan’s Seal,” he whispered. “Fifty Magicians, Black Hosts, Demigods and... other things that the surviving guards couldn’t identify. I’d guess Defiler-carriers like you saw in Italy from the description.”

I closed my eyes in sheer frustration.

And terror.

Black Hosts, Defilers, Demigods...

Ankiala.

Was this revenge? Had she not believed me after all?

Or was she after more of that damned Godstone?

Either way, she was poking at a monster that made the Dark One we’d fought over Stonebridge look like an earthworm.

And there was also the matter of timing.

Right then, right that moment?

Damn it!

“Alright. Umaira, get started. Take it slowly. If there are any problems, any at all, stop. Take no chances. I’ll go deal with this. Cassie, stay here with Umaira. Dee, Orpheus, get to a spot where you can Portal to me in a hurry.”

“You’re not thinking of going alone are you?!” Cassandra asked as I started back the way I’d come. Walder clanked after us.

“Defilers, Black Hunger, let me think... yes! Orpheus, tell me about the site.”

“The entrance is hidden in a small ruin on the coast of the Dead Sea. The Wards protecting it are extensive, but they can be breached if someone knows what they’re doing, which we must assume they do. The original Namia was Grandmother’s apprentice for decades. She would have had access to the necessary information.”

“Of course she would.”

“Beyond the entrance is a passageway that leads down, beneath the sea, to the actual Seal.”

“Like Behemoth’s?”

He shook his head.

“Not even close. Behemoth was here, in this plane, if buried. Leviathan is too dangerous for that. She’s imprisoned in her own pocket of reality. There isn’t even a proper dimensional connection; the Seal is just there to make sure the creature can’t make one.”

“Right. By the way... she?”

He winced. “Definitely female. We know because she’s given birth before. That’s part of why she’s so much more dangerous than Behemoth was. He was just a colossal, but singular threat. She can birth an army of those things... as well as being a colossal, singular threat.”

“I take it the solution isn’t as simple as restricting Leviathan’s access to a daddy-monster?”

“Wouldn’t that be nice?” he replied.

Walder soon had us back at the Portal point and his men started making us an exit.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I said to him.

“Not to put too fine a point on this, my lord, but you need to get back here alive. None of us are going to be able to complete the final part of the plan.”

“I’ll do what I can,” I said sardonically.

The Portal opened and I led my people back out.

Nothing was ever simple.
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Orpheus opened a Portal near to the Seal’s ruin for me.

I’d expected the desert, but what I got was rather different.

I appeared in front of a waterfall in what I would later discover was called the Ein Gedi Reserve in Israel. It was a beautiful valley, full of greenery and water. It wasn’t the Home Counties or anything—rather more in the way of sun and less in the way of grass than I liked my countryside—but it was still quite lovely.

About a mile up the valley was a slim crevice, tucked in under an escarpment. There were ancient and faded carvings surrounding the hole.

And a rather vast number of Black Hosts guarding it. Hundreds of them, by my estimation.

I felt sick to my stomach just looking at them. Most of them were just people, not Magicians or Demigods (though there were certainly quite a few of those, too). Men in business suits, women dressed for a day at home, some for clubbing. Builders still with brick dust on their blood-soaked clothes, bakers with flour on their aprons... politicians, even. One in particular caught my eye.

Igwebuike Yoruba didn’t look well.

He was missing an arm and his left lung was exposed to the air, but it was definitely him. What was left of him. He was giggling as he gnawed on the remains of a hiker alongside maybe a dozen other infested Magicians.

I never thought a day would come when I’d feel sorry for that man, but even after all he’d done, he didn’t deserve that fate.

Under normal circumstances, I would have preferred to do something clever, pick them off, distract them... but time was of the essence and in more ways than one. Aside from the fact that Ankiala was almost certainly up to mischief, there were also more people coming in this direction; hikers and tourists like the one the Hosts were eating. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what would happen to them if the Hosts were still there when they arrived.

I surrounded myself with Shadows and shields, then slid into the air.

I gestured, and the desert froze, dozens of Hosts becoming solid as their fluids turned to ice. Even as the Magicians among them started looking for the source of the attack, I returned the heat as plasma, enhanced by the Black, and burned dozens more, the cursed flames spreading from one corpse to another.

Yoruba, even in death, apparently had an impressive sense of danger.

He dodged everything, moving with a speed that he’d never had in life, bringing up shields and lashing out at my Shadow Cocoon with ice and electricity, crude though his newly-relearned Spells were.

With a target, those who could started hurling Magic at me. Those few with firearms opened up as well. I retaliated with yet more fire and added some gravity to the mix. The latter was more of a distraction, really, something to knock Yoruba off his game, force him to protect his comrades... but that was assuming that he gave a damn. That any of them gave a damn.

Clearly they didn’t.

Ten gravities yanked the vast majority of the Hosts off their feet, slamming them into the ground. A hundred gravities had their skeletons collapsing under their own weight, spraying rotting meat everywhere.

That was foolish of Ankiala. Even a single Magician supervising the Hosts could have prevented that.

And now the majority of her cannon fodder was just gone.

The Magicians stronger than Acolytes remained, as well as a single Demigod that had been fast enough to escape the area of effect, but that was it. Maybe twenty out of nearly four hundred.

I know the situation worked out rather well for me, but Ankiala’s waste of what could have been an impressively-effective resource was rather offensive to me.

And that made me wonder. Was Ankiala desperate? Or did she just not care anymore?

Or did she have so many more tucked away somewhere that the loss of a few hundred was nothing as long as it delayed pursuit even a little?

None of those possibilities were pleasant.

My Black Fire was spreading to the remaining Hosts, its power seeking auras and the flesh beneath them. They barely seemed to notice. They weren’t even bothering to try and put it out. It was as if they found burning ‘alive’ funny.

Yoruba laughed, too, drawing my attention back to him. He was just staring at my cocoon, his broken teeth exposed by his dreadful grin. He gestured, and it was as if all the water in the Reserve came right at me. Lakes, rivers and waterfalls emptied. Even the ground erupted, rock and sand flying everywhere as the water leapt for me.

Behind my Shadows, I shook my head.

Not clever.

It was one thing to concentrate Magic and energy in an attempt to overwhelm my Affinities... but this wasn’t anything like that.

It was akin to another Shadowborn trying to attack me with simple projected Shadows.

Suffice to say, it didn’t work.

I extended my Will into the water, and Yoruba’s Magic fell away, repelled and banished by my own, more powerful Affinity, leaving all that liquid under my control, suspended over the desert; poised, you might say.

He tried to wrestle control back, but he made no progress. Yoruba was dead. What vestige of his Well remained wasn’t what it once was, his link to the word was corrupted and rotten. But, even at the height of his life and powers, he wouldn’t have been able to fight off my control.

I gathered the water into several spheres and drew the heat from them before dropping the newly formed ice-boulders towards Yoruba and the remaining Hosts.

Most didn’t even run.

They struck the ice with lightning, fire and gravity, shattering many of them, but leaving more than enough sheer mass intact to make a significant dent.

Yoruba got out of the way, so did a few others, but most were crushed, and what few were left were soon overwhelmed by a great wave of plasma that flowed over the ground like a red river, melting the stone and fusing the sand into glass.

Yoruba almost escaped.

Almost.

A bank of Shadows darted from a small crevice as he was passing, taking his legs off at the knees.

I would have screamed. He howled in laughter and hurled lightning up at me.

My Shadows were punctured, but my Shields barely flexed.

God, what a sorry thing to happen to a human being. For all that he was my enemy, Yoruba had been a man and a Magician. He’d seen centuries pass, built an empire and been instrumental in recent Magical history.

And this was how his story ended, as a pile of meat used to slow down a monster’s enemies.

I stabbed his head with a sharpened Shadow.

The laugher finally stopped.

I shuddered.

What a damned waste.

I lowered myself to the ground, making sure to burn any remains I could see before making my way into the cave.

I took as much time as I dared, watching for ambushes, feeling for Magical signatures.

I found none, but reinforced my Shields anyway before moving in any further.

There was a wide, vaguely hemispherical cave a bit further in, lit by a shaft of light coming in from above. At the centre was a flat space with the promised ruins. It wasn’t much: some floor, a collapsed wall, a pair of columns, one of them toppled. I could feel residual Magic where Wards had been destroyed, concentrated around a gaping hole in the centre of the stone blocks that made up the floor.

There had been a hatch over the hole, made of steel, but it had been torn free and thrown away with considerable force. It was sticking out of the stone wall at the far end of the room.

I made my way into the hole using a rickety, wooden ladder, moving carefully, but I felt Otherworldly energy start to gather, and I wasn’t willing to waste any more time being safe. I sent Shadows ahead and had more gather me up, shooting me forward along a crudely-carved corridor.

It went on for miles. Literally miles, about nine or so, eastwards under the Dead Sea, straight as a ruler. Mines went off as I passed. Actual landmines, dozens of them. Sometimes something larger, too, powerful enough to bring down parts of the passage. I would have preferred to be cautious, to spare the energy I was wasting keeping Shadow constructs and shields intact, but there wasn’t time. That energy I’d felt gather was now starting to increase in power.

The corridor ended, letting me out into an oval gallery. The space was ancient, everything carved from the living stone. The ceiling was held up by crude columns spread around the gallery, surrounding an open space with a pinprick of light suspended at the very centre.

A massively potent Fortress Shield filled the floor, dark-tinged and filled with Black Magic. The kind of defence that would hold off Judgement Day, if it were constructed properly. The inner perimeter of the shield was guarded by a circle of Defilers, their human host-bodies distorted and twisted by the monsters’ unholy powers. Limbs were elongated, nails had become claws, teeth didn’t fit into mouths; they had too many eyes or appendages, aside from one wretched pile of meat that had too few... it was horrible.

But that was nothing compared to what laid beyond.

Scattered around the little point of light were dead Magicians. They were everywhere. Dead Demigods, too. Maybe as many as thirty people. They’d had their throats cut by the arch-monster herself. She was standing under that little light, naked as the day Namia Sutton had been born, a bloody dagger in one hand and the handle of a gold-chased, black box in the other.

“God, Ankiala,” I gasped as I took in the carnage, “what have you done?”

Dimly I noted that, for the first time, I wasn’t afraid of her anymore. That was certainly a plus, if a small one.

She turned towards me and smiled. Her teeth were stained red.

“I haven’t done anything, Graves. This is your doing,” she said, stretching her shoulder. The knife in her hand glowed darkly, packed with yet more Black Magic.

Her body didn’t look right. Dark veins spread up and down flesh that was just a little too pale, and her eyes were badly bloodshot. I recognised the symptoms: the initial stages of Black Magic mutation. She’d used way too much and her Affinity wasn’t enough to protect her anymore.

“Do tell,” I said. I needed to keep her talking until I found a way through her shield. I didn’t want to know what would happen when she used all that gathered Black Magic near that tiny point of light.

“You robbed me of my final shipment of materials,” she said. “You forced me to improvise.”

She touched her foot to a metal circle set into the floor under the light. The metal was shiny, new; something she’d brought it with her. There was energy there, but it was discordant, not flowing properly. An unfinished Enchantment? I didn’t know, but it was inelegant and... bulky, I suppose would be the best way to describe it. The circle glowed faintly with the golden energy I associated with Theodakris, the Godstone; more than she’d gotten from Proteus. Her every last scrap of it must have been in that thing.

“And your improvisation required mass murder?” I replied.

“Well, it was either that or abandon my project entirely.”

Not good. This wasn’t just some bit of revenge, some attempt to sow chaos by releasing an apocalyptic monster. This, whatever this turned out to be, was her endgame. If it were just about getting more Godstone, she wouldn’t be using all that she had.

I shook my head.

“Thirty-two people, Ankiala? How could anything you have to gain here be worth that?”

I started to assemble a Spell that I hoped would get through the shield. I was relatively certain I could, but it was going to take a minute to get ready.

She laughed.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Graves. I’d have burned this world to the ground to get what I want. A couple of dozen insects is nothing.”

“They weren’t insects. They were people with families, hopes and dreams.”

“They were Children of Osiris. Your world is better without them, trust me.”

She nudged the corpse of a middle-aged woman with her bare foot.

“This one? She liked to befriend families and turn them against each other. She loved it when she could persuade the mothers to kill the children.”

I grimaced.

“Oh, or how about this fellow?” she said, using a toe to turn a head so I could look into his dead eyes. “He once burned down a town, blamed it on an Ottoman noble and ignited a small war that killed fifteen thousand people... just so he could get his leg over a peasant girl. Are you really going to miss people like them?”

“No, of course not, but that’s not really the point, is it?”

She smiled again. “No, I suppose not.”

She turned back to her work. A Spell was taking shape, and she added to it, constructs flicking from the tip of her blade, linking the Enchanted circle to the point of light.

The Spellwork was very odd. I couldn’t quite make out what she was doing; I hadn’t even encountered many of the Spells before, and the ones I had? They weren’t being used in a way that I recognised. There were Mental Constructs, but nothing to fit them, pure Will sections, but nothing to focus them, and there was a Space component, but nothing to power it. It was all very disjointed.

At least I couldn’t sense any trace of Leviathan, though I didn’t know if that was good or bad.

“What are you doing?”

I figured I’d ask.

She turned back to me. “I would think that was obvious,” she said, licking her lips.

“Humour me.”

She sighed dramatically, then jabbed her knife at the pinprick of light.

“That is the only visible part of a Dimensional Lock. Behind that Lock is a pocket dimension where Leviathan is trapped, completely cut off from this plane. The walls between us and her are reinforced with Magic, and that reinforcement is bound to the Lock,” she explained. “I plan to destroy that Lock.”

“Why? Leviathan will make a terrific mess, but if she can be stopped once, she can be stopped twice,” I replied.

She grinned. “That would be telling. Suffice to say, I have plans.”

“I don’t suppose you’d take a bribe?”

“You don’t even know what I’m after. How could you compete?”

“Fair enough.”

“If it’s any consolation, I don’t intend to kill you or your people, Graves. A Goddess needs worshipers, after all... and I think you’d make a wonderful priest.”

Nope, she’d gone super-megalomaniac. I wasn’t talking my way out of this...

“What’s in the box?” I asked. The Wards on it were potent and bright, the Enchantments so complex that it was very hard to see through. I could have made adjustments to my Mage Sight, but I didn’t want to risk the distraction when just asking might get me the answer.

Though, I’ll admit, I was grasping at conversational straws.

She giggled.

“Do you remember what I said about dear Alexandra?” she said, biting her lip.

My eyes drifted to the box.

The rather suspiciously head-sized box.

I adjusted my Mage Sight, which gave me a splitting headache, but I saw what was inside.

“Christ, Namia!” I snarled, turning away.

“You still think of me as Namia? Interesting.”

“Not the important part!”

“Oh, relax. It’s not as if you’ll miss her.”

“Again, not the point!”

“Ah... you wanted to do it yourself. Can’t help you, there. She’s mostly still alive, though; here, you can have a good gloat before I need her for my Spell.”

She turned the front of the box towards me and reached for the handle of a little door.

“Don’t be disgusting,” I replied, feeling queasy.

She laughed; it was ugly. “You think that’s disgusting? Just wait until you see what phase two of my plan looks like. You’ll be begging for the simple horror of corpses and Magician heads kept in a nightmarish half-life.”

Well... that was enough for me.

I struck her Shield with a massive Dispel, run through with Black Magic.

Her Construct exploded, bringing down half the ceiling... right onto a second.

“Damn, Graves... what have you been eating?” she said with a smile as she flicked a hand in my direction.

The Defilers started moving.

Charging, actually.

I swore.

Yet again, she was one step ahead...
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There were sixty-three Defilers... and then a solid chunk of them split open, allowing a veritable swarm of little, squirming horrors to burst forth and join the charge.

God, they were disgusting. There aren’t many problems for which a little genocide is the solution... but this might be one of them.

They didn’t organise themselves, they simply came at me as quickly as they could, their dark eyes locked onto me, the ones that had eyes, anyway.

I burned them.

A wave of Black Fire flowed out of me, searing past Shadows that parted to let it through before closing up behind it again.

The little ones exploded into ash. The Fire leapt from one to another, seeking new flesh as the old expired. The bigger ones kept coming. I could see the actual creatures shift position within their Host bodies to avoid the flames for as long as possible. Some got close enough to be swatted or crushed by my Shadows, but none did much more than distract me.

But that was all Ankiala needed them to do.

As I was dealing with her minions, she was finishing her Spell.

She worked fast, faster than I could have managed. Her dagger, glutted on the lives of the men and women she’d betrayed, writ Black Magic into the air, slicing into reality with every swipe of the blade, the tip carving Constructs into being.

Power flowed from the box in her hand, coaxed at her command, the energy flowing through her Aura and into her work. Space Magic, stolen from a traitor and used to empower a monster.

The Dimensional Lock came apart and the little spark of light flared before expanding into a jagged line, slim at the moment, but Ankiala’s Spell was pulling at it, yanking at the edges, making it wider.

She started to laugh.

The power in the box vanished, the last of it spent. The last of her spent. The rip in reality was now a full-on hole, swirling and angry, revealing a terrible darkness.

One that was moving.

I was running out of time.

The Enchanted, metal circle glowed, the Spells pulsing, as it came to full power, brightening until it was almost enough to blind. Reality warped, the full effect focussed on the rift, spearing into the slimy flesh I could see beyond.

Ankiala hurled her blade and spent box away and spread her arms. She turned to give me a wink, and then she opened her mouth.

Smoke poured from her, packed with dark power and a terrible, living will.

Ankiala’s true, original form.

I hadn’t seen the like of it since the day Ankiala had taken Namia Sutton’s body.

I finally understood.

Ankiala wasn’t looking for a new minion, materials or even a weapon.

She was looking for a new host.

I wasted too much energy getting the last of the Defilers out of the way because there was no exactly no more time to waste.

I tore them apart with gravity, fire and kinetic energy, badly damaging the chamber into the bargain, but they were dead, and I could bring the full force of my power to bear on the second Fortress Shield.

I wasn’t as well prepared for this attack, and it took precious seconds to tear it down.

By then, Ankiala was on her knees, slowly sliding to her back as the greater part of her left her former body, flowing into the aperture.

When I finally burst through the last line of defence, Black smoke was giving way to a bright, grey stream of energy.

I lashed out with Black Magic and Will, latching on to the very tail-end of the black smoke, where it merged with that grey stream. Ankiala thrashed against me, the smoke howling in anger and agony. She struck at me with a psychic lance of pure rage.

I grimaced, but shook off the effect. I had her.

I put every scrap of power into my Spells and she began to come back, slowly pulled through the aperture.

She fought, she thrashed, she twisted. She tried to hurl Shadows at me... but that was all she threw, oddly. No fire or force, which might have actually made a difference.

She was losing.

And then she did the last damn thing I could have anticipated.

She lashed out, not at me, but at the part of her I was latched on to.

She screamed, a truly awful sound of loss and pain, but she’d severed herself from the part of her I had.

And then she was gone.

The rift snapped shut, the Wards clamped back into place, and the grey stream sprang back into Ankiala’s body...

Which then woke up and started screaming.

I readied myself for another fight... but that didn’t seem to be on her mind. She was staring at her hands, wailing and rocking back and forth.

I suddenly had a rather awful suspicion.

“Oh, don’t tell me,” I said with a sigh.

The sound of my voice drew her eyes to me.

“You!” she screamed.

“And a good afternoon to you, too... Namia?” I said, sighing again.

“You bastard!” she screamed, throwing herself at me. “You did this to me!”

Flames surrounded her body as she leapt.

A Shadow swatted her legs out from under her and she fell to the ground in a heap, swearing.

She didn’t get up; starting to sob.

“Two years, you son of a bitch. Two years!” she said. “A prisoner in my own skin!”

I shook my head and knelt next to her, pulling off my coat to drape over her shoulders.

Her eyes snapped to me for a moment, but the flash of rage was fading, replaced by a deep sorrow and misery.

“I didn’t know,” I said gently. “We thought you were dead. I saw your essence consumed.”

“Overwhelmed. Overwritten. Not consumed, you damned fool!”

Okay, she probably had a right to that one...

“I wish I had died,” she said very softly. “Then I wouldn’t have had to see...”

I patted her shoulder. She tried to burn my hand.

“Don’t you touch me!” she snapped.

Right, didn’t like men. Forgot.

“You realise that you are in rather a lot of trouble?” I said. “You started a drug trade, destroyed a city and tried to kill me.”

That was Namia, by the way, before Ankiala had anything to do with her.

“Screw you,” she snapped, though I think it was more for form’s sake. She was spent.

Crouched there, a broken shell of a person, her mind and body ravaged by possession of a true monster... I felt something I never thought I’d feel for her:

Pity.

She’d hate me more if she knew, ironically.

But, before I could do anything about this brand new problem, I had to make sure that the old problem wasn’t coming back.

The rip was closed, the Lock back in place as much as I could tell...

“It’s not,” Namia said, as if reading my mind.

“Sorry?”

“I know something. What’s it worth to you?” she asked with a glare.

“What do you want?”

“Immunity. From everything.”

“You’re joking.”

“Do I look like I’m joking, Graves?!” she snarled, darting to her feet and exposing some rather interesting things I was forced to look away from.

I really had to work on my attraction to dangerous women. It was going to get me into trouble one day.

Maybe today.

“You are a murderer,” I said.

“And I can help you save lives. Far more than I’ve ever taken. Maybe all of them.”

“Talk.”

“Your word?” she said, looking me right in the eye. “I know what that’s worth.”

“My word. But my word lasts only until you next commit a crime. So much as litter, and I’ll have you in the Farm until your teeth fall out.”

She rolled her eyes. “You have a day. Two at the most.”

“Until?”

“Until she’s back, and in a considerably meaner state. This re-seal was meant to divert you. She knew you’d find her, she knew you’d figure out what she did... you did figure it out, didn’t you? I don’t like to presume with males,” that last word spat as if it were a curse.

“Yes. She wants a new body. The old one was, evidently, inadequate,” I said; perhaps a little petty, but the woman was getting under my skin.

I really wasn’t happy that I was going to have to give her a pass on trying to kill me. A lot.

I mean, she really gave it a shot! She may well have come closer than anyone else, now I think about it.

She rankled at that statement, going red and attempting to cover herself a little more effectively. In the end, she gave up, threw my jacket away and covered herself in Illusionary clothing.

I still had Mage Sight on, so it wasn’t the most effective solution, but it was the thought that counted.

“At any rate,” she snapped, “she has a method of getting out. That Space Mage of yours that she took. She built a key out of her Well and took the essence with her. She’ll be able to escape.”

“Terrific,” I said, rubbing my eyes.

“And to think, all this could have been avoided if you hadn’t acted like such an idiot! Honestly, she flashes a little cleavage, bats her eyes and you let have her way with you?!”

“Said she who was her sock-puppet,” I replied nastily, earning me a slap.

I blinked away the stars.

“Oh, how I haven’t missed having you around,” I said, rubbing my cheek.

“I hope she eats you!” she snapped, turning on her heel and stomping off.

“Hey, how do I stop her?!”

“Get Lady Hopkins in here. Now!” she replied as she surrounded herself in a cocoon of air that soon had her moving back along the corridor at a rather impressive clip.

“Oh, thank you!” I shouted; to her, to Heaven, to anyone and anything that might have been listening. “Thank you very much!”




Chapter 83



Without anything resembling a full working knowledge of Space Magic, all I could think to do was reinforce anything and everything I could find, place my own Seal on the Dimensional Lock, lay a few traps and then run away as fast as I could so that I could complete the rescue of the people who actually could solve this problem.

By the time I was ready to leave, Namia was long gone, no doubt to plan her next attempt on my life. Curse my upbringing teaching me to value my stupid word... I just knew that letting her go was going to come back and bite me in the arse, I could feel it in my bones. Just as I had when we’d let Ankiala go the first time. Nobody listened to me then, and I’d been stupid enough to repeat the mistake now.

Eugh... what a day.

And it wasn’t over, either.

When I finally got back to the Time Lock with Orpheus and Demise, it was to a room full of very unhappy people. Walder was hunched and staring at the ground, Cassandra was pacing, Umaira looked close to tears.

“What?” I asked.

Everyone looked up.

“What happened with the Seal?” Cassandra asked, rushing over to me.

“Colossal screw-up, but one thing at a time. I was expecting to see at least three Archons up and about by now.”

Umaira looked away.

“Will someone tell me what happened, please?” I asked.

“Umaira?” Cassandra said. “Tell him.”

“It’s not going to work,” she whispered.

My heart fell like a stone.

“Why?” I asked.

She sighed, rubbing her face.

“When I tried to enter the Time Lock, it immediately destabilised. I can maybe, and I do mean maybe make one path before it all comes crashing down and everyone dies. And not a long one.”

I wanted to scream.

All this... for nothing?

Alright, not nothing; we could save one. One Archon.

How the hell do we make that choice?!

Something brushed across the back of my neck. I spun to look and smelt just the faintest whiff of sulphur. The ghost of a Demonic chuckle sounded in my ear.

Gabrielle.

I closed my eyes and shook my head.

What bit of cryptic nonsense had she given me?

When you only have four choices... take the fifth.

That would tend to indicate that choosing one of them was a bad idea.

For fairly obvious bloody reasons, but what was the alternative?

Was there one?

Well, yes, otherwise that advice was useless.

“Matty?” Cassandra said.

I held up a hand. She stilled.

Demise made as if to speak, but Cassandra shushed her. Bless that woman.

Alright, we had one trip. We could make one path into the Time Lock. Naturally one would think about using that to get to one of the Archons, but Gabrielle’s warning had me thinking differently.

So, what else could we do with our one path?

Where else would we take it?

I closed my eyes and pictured the scene as Umaira had shown it to me. The four Archons in an arc, Wardens out front and behind, everyone facing towards the explosion...

The explosion.

I bit my lip.

Ho boy...

Could that work?

Could I stifle what amounted to a small nuclear explosion that was already in progress?

Nope.

Not even close. Not without the preparations I’d had in mind, and there was no way to get those in place, not with only one point to work from.

The only Magic that was fast enough—taking into account all this Time nonsense—was Will, and even with power, Affinity and the Black at my disposal, I didn’t have enough pure Magic in the tank to do the job. My Will shield would collapse, especially if all that energy didn’t have anywhere to go...

But, then again, we did have a way to boost my output.

My eyes drifted to Umaira’s team. I couldn’t form a bond with them, too many, too strange.

But I could with Umaira, and she could funnel me that energy.

In theory.

Maybe.

Oh, this wasn’t a good idea...

But it wasn’t like I had a better one.

And we were on a clock.

God damn it.

“Okay, first things first.”

I explained what had happened at the Dead Sea and what was likely to happen in the very near future.

“Is it possible to slow her down?” I asked when I was done.

Orpheus looked very unhappy, but nodded.

“We can send a few Space Mages. They can put up some Wards, shore up the Dimensional Walls, but if your monster is as prepared as you think, it’s only a stop-gap.”

“That’s all I ask. Okay, on to the real solution. Here’s what I want to do about the Time Lock. Stop me if you think I’m insane.”

I took them through what I had in mind. It wasn’t especially complicated. Essentially, just me holding the explosion at bay while the Wardens rushed in and fetched out everyone in the blast zone. If everything went as planned, that fetching wouldn’t even be necessary. But better safe than sorry.

When I was done, Walder looked like he wanted to throw up. Umaira was looking at me like a drowning man looks at a life preserver. Cassandra was wide-eyed with worry.

“Matty,” Cassandra said, “have you forgotten what happened the last time you tried to contain a colossal explosion using just pure stubbornness?”

“Not likely to forget.”

Broken Well.

“But things are different, now. My Well is considerably sturdier. I’m just lacking energy.”

I was stronger for stabbing Rerek (significantly, for the record), but nowhere near what I was when containing the blast above Stonebridge. In overall power, I was probably somewhere between Hopkins and Killian. A lot, but not enough.

“And we can provide it,” Umaira said with a firm nod.

“If anyone has a better plan, preferably one that we can execute in the next ten to fifteen minutes, then let me know, by all means.”

Nobody spoke.

“How bad could this get?” Walder eventually asked.

“For them? Not very,” I replied, “I’m certain I can keep the energy from striking them for long enough. All I really need to do is buy enough time for you and the other Wardens to get them clear. It’s as fool-proof a plan as I’ve ever come up with.”

“Well done, Graves, you would go and jinx the whole thing,” Demise said, shaking her head.

“It’ll be fine,” I said with a wave. “What could go wrong when I’m only two days away from retirement?”

“Come here, Mathew,” Cassandra said menacingly.

“Now, Cassie, let’s not get nasty... not when I haven’t asked my girlfriend to the dance, yet.”

“I’ll hold him down,” Demise said, rolling her shoulders.

“Here, use this,” Walder added, extending his hammer’s handle towards Cassandra.

“Not heavy enough,” she replied.

Orpheus was banging his head against the metal dome. It was making rather an interesting clanging sound, actually; sounded a lot like a particularly dense rock being bashed by a frying pan. Must remember that one for later...

“Not to interrupt,” Umaira interjected, “but if you grant Graves the death he richly deserves, then he’s not going to be able to restore civilisation as we know it. Just saying.”

“You too, Umaira?” I said in an aggrieved voice.

“Yes,” she replied.

I puffed out a breath.

“I’m surrounded by the humourless.”

“Get to work, will you?” Cassandra growled, pointing at the dome.

“Can’t.”

“Why not?!”

“Dome needs to be moved, first, remember? And I’m saving my energy.”

“Oh. Right,” she cleared her throat. “I knew that, I was testing you.”

“And that’s what we’ll tell everyon- Cassie, put that hammer down, it’s very heavily Enchanted!”

After some considerable faffing around, the metal dome was finally removed and Umaira finished linking to her team. She stood before the darkened side of the Time Lock, just in front of the small indentation where she’d started her work, but had to stop.

“We’re ready,” Walder said. “The inner perimeter is clear, extraction teams are ready, defence teams are ready, perimeter teams standing by in case of attack. Outgoing Portal Jammer comes down as soon as you act.”

“Good,” I replied. I stood from where I’d been meditating, Spell constructs ready in the forefront of my mind.

Cassandra was waiting for me next to Umaira.

“You sure about this?” she asked as she straightened my tie.

“It’s all in the wrist,” I said as I extended my hands and cracked my knuckles.

I froze. My eye twitched.

“First time you’ve done that?” Cassandra asked with a smirk.

I nodded, still twitching.

“You’ve hurt yourself, haven’t you?”

I nodded again.

She sighed and kissed my cheek.

“Idiot.”

“Thanks, Cassie, very helpful.”

She rolled her eyes and stepped away.

Orpheus cleared his throat.

“You’re not a complete pile of worthlessness,” he managed.

“Ah, the flattery of the Krons...”

He smacked my arm.

“Try not to die.”

“That is the plan.”

“And try not to gloat about Proteus when you see Grandmother. She’ll be annoyed enough that she had to be rescued. She hates that.”

“Then maybe she should have come up with a better way to deal with explosions.”

He snorted.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you...”

“A lot of people warn me. It has yet to help.”

“That’s because you don’t listen!” Demise and Cassandra said in unison.

“I dispute that. Now go away, I’m busy,” I said before they could provide proof.

Three sets of rolled eyes and they left, leaving me with Umaira.

“Your show,” I said to her.

She nodded. “I’m not going to dawdle. We will need to work very fast.”

“I would say that fast is my middle name, but I don’t want to give anyone the wrong idea...”

“Stop pissing about, Graves!” Cassandra bellowed from behind the stacked remains of the dome, which had become something of a makeshift bunker for those smart enough not to stand next to a small nuclear-scale explosion as it was released from stasis.

“She will ruin a perfectly decent bit of procrastination...” I muttered.

Umaira shook her head and raised her bracelet-clad hand.

“Ready?” she asked.

“No, but do it anyway.”

She smiled, and cast.
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Naturally, I couldn’t see a thing outside of the real-time corridor Umaira was carving through the Time Lock, but I trusted her. She knew what she was doing.

I hoped.

I really, really hoped.

It took her about ten minutes to reach the edge of the explosion, and each second had my tension levels ratcheting ever upwards. I could feel the Time Lock destabilising with every inch she carved into it.

“We’re here,” she said at last, sweat beading her pretty face.

She took my hand and extended her mind into mine. I allowed the link to deepen, connecting my Well to hers. Her Sight became mine, and the Time Lock brightened in front of me, revealing the scene within.

The explosion was far larger than it had been when I’d last seen it; now a blast wave twelve feet across. It was a bit bigger than I’d have liked, but not as bad as I’d feared. I took a moment to fix it all in my mind. I would not screw this up.

“Alright. I’m ready,” I said.

“As am I.”

“As soon as you’re out of energy, run, understand?”

“I remember the plan, my Lord.”

“Okay.”

I closed my eyes and cast the Spell.

My Will-Shield appeared around the explosion, a sphere with a cone sticking out of the top to divert the energy of the blast up and away. I’d taken care to ensure that there were no sharp edges in my Construct at the point where the cone met the sphere. That should help spread out the force and make my job a little easier.

The Time Lock collapsed instantly, and I heard screams from behind me as Archons and Wardens were freed, then tackled away from the blast and right through Portals.

As soon as the Temporal energy cleared, the rest of my Spells went to work. Overlapping layers of Shielding, energy and Will sprang into being, pressing around my initial barrier and holding it in place. Five kinds of energy sink slammed into place, drawing even more energy off the ball of atomic fire.

The ceiling vanished as a column of pure power speared into the sky. It was so hot that the metal didn’t just burn or melt, it was vaporised.

My Constructs almost immediately began to fracture.

Umaira’s company soon ran out of energy and she ran without hesitation, moving at a pretty fair clip. Her already valuable stock went up a few points. I’d felt her fear at standing so close to the explosion, so I understood what sort of bravery it must have taken her to remain there for as long as she had, feeding me all that energy.

I pressed more Magic into the shields, drawing the cracked edges back together, but it wasn’t enough. I had to find a way to reduce the amount of energy my Constructs were dealing with.

I grimaced, because I really hadn’t wanted it to come to this...

I started drawing the heat directly from the Will Sphere, channelling it through my Aura and into the sky high above me.

I could channel a lot of energy. And I do mean a lot.

An explosion that big, though... that was pushing it.

My Aura started to bleed out heat and light.

My clothes smoked, then smouldered, my hair went the same way.

The cloth finally caught fire.

My skin turned pink, then red, then black.

I numbed the pain and kept channelling, making my whole being into a conductor.

My muscles started to char, my eyes burst. I kept my brain, heart and lungs functional, but I didn’t dare allow the Black to flow and repair anything. It would take up too much power, power I desperately needed.

It seemed to go on forever. I felt like I was dying by degrees.

But then, bit by painful bit, the energy started to fade. The flames finally petered out and vanished as quickly as they’d arrived.

I fell over.

The Black flowed, surging forth and converting what little Magic I had left into more of itself, seeping into my vital organs, regenerating them, keeping them alive... but not for long. The energy started to flicker and die, there just wasn’t enough of it left to make a difference.

Oh, I really hoped that I’d pass out before the Numbing Spell lapsed, because it was going to be very unpleasant otherwise.

Ah, yes, there we go, finally, a stroke of luck...

I would have sworn that would be it for me. I was a briquette!

I had my excuses ready for Saint Peter and everything. Instead, though...

“Sorry Graves, no peaceful death for you,” Orpheus said as Magic lanced into me and woke me the rest of the way up with a bellow. Alright... screech.

“OW! Bastard,” I growled.

Everything ached, and I do mean everything.

I was on an old-fashioned, steel-framed hospital bed in an infirmary of some sort. It was a long, thin room filled with similar beds that would later turn out to be in Palmyra’s house in South America.

Orpheus grinned and poked the last of my burns, which hurt, then healed over.

Cassandra and Umaira were standing next to my bed and chuckled while I looked around, still a little disoriented and not quite ready to move just yet. I soon saw the other Archons, but they appeared to be rather unconscious. Each was being attended by one of Palmyra’s Wardens, none of whom were slouches in the Magical Healing department, but they were still visibly down for the count.

“What happened to them?!” I asked, trying to get to my feet before promptly falling over again; dizzy and weak.

“Relax, Graves. It’s just a little Time Shock,” Orpheus said as he sank some more Magic into my chest to make he hadn’t missed any charring, I assume.

“Time what?” I asked.

“They were months out of sync,” Umaira explained. “Normally not a problem for Lady Kron, but she was almost out of Magic, so she took a hit, too. It takes a while for a Magician to adjust to being knocked out of his or her proper time and place.”

“How long will they be like this?” I asked.

“Could be as little as a day,” she replied.

“Well, that’s not too bad.”

“Or as much as a month.”

“Less good. We are on something of a deadline.”

Emphasis on dead.

“It takes as much time as it takes, I’m afraid,” she said with a sympathetic shrug. “Lady Time could speed up the process... if she was conscious.”

“Naturally,” I said, slowly heaving myself up. Cassandra had to help me.

I staggered over to my adoptive sisters and brother. They looked fine, apart from a strange resonance in their Auras and Wells that was disrupting just about everything important. It wasn’t enough to actively injure them, but was clearly enough to keep them flat on their backs. I didn’t dare try and mess with it. I would have no idea what I was doing.

“Do we keep them together or take them to their individual properties?” I asked.

“Procedure is to take them to Lady Time’s home and guard them there. It is a fortress,” Walder said.

“There’s a procedure for this?” I asked, surprised.

“Lady Kron is two thousand years old, she’s had a lot of time to write things down and then panic about them... please don’t tell her I told you that.”

“Said he who offered my evil Warden a hammer,” I said with a grin on my face.

Cassandra smacked my shoulder.

“The cleanup at the Garrison will take a couple of days, but then that’s it. We did it. We saved them,” Walder said, turning to me. “You saved them.”

I waved away the compliment, mumbling something about a team effort.

“True,” Walder replied, “but that doesn’t mean you aren’t a huge part of things turning out like this. I never thought I’d see the day when a Black Magician saved us all.”

He extended a hand and I shook it.

“That’s his way of telling you who they’ll send to put you down if you step out of line,” Demise said, ruining the moment.

“Thank you, Dee,” I said with a glare.

She grinned and Walder laughed. He stomped over to stand guard over his mistress while preparations were made to move them to China.

“Right, just one last job,” I said, rubbing my hands together.

“Really? It isn’t desert-island-naked-muscles-booze time?” Demise complained.

I gave her a very level look while Cassandra tried hard not to laugh.

“There is still the small matter of the horrific, interdimensional monster about to invade our reality.”

“Oh. That,” Demise replied. “Can I take a sick day? Ouch!”

“Thanks, Cassie,” I said.

Cassandra nodded, glaring at Demise.

Fun to see someone else getting the swat for a change. Demise seemed to enjoy it, though, which might have defeated the purpose.

“But yes, actually. Everyone will be staying as far away from the Dead Sea as they can possibly manage. Well... everyone I like anyway.”

“Got to love nepotism, I’ll be in my bathtub,” Demise said, opening a Portal, only for her collar to be yanked on by Cassandra.

“You expect us to just leave you to deal with this alone?” she said as Demise tried to swat her friend’s fingers off.

“I have no intention of doing anything of the sort. I’m there to keep reality clamped shut until the others are done with their power-naps. But, in the hopefully unlikely event that Ankiala escapes before they’re ready, I fully intend to run away.”

“Oh, yes, because that’s what you do. You run away from these things,” Cassandra said.

“I know I can’t deal with her alone, and it’s not like I can call for regular reinforcements. Defilers and Magicians don’t mix, just going by Behemoth. Made one or two flee in terror as I recall...”

I turned to Orpheus.

“Shut up, Graves,” he grumbled.

“Didn’t say a thing.”

“But you were thinking it!”

“Yes. Yes I was.”

He used his Will to tug a leg out from under me and I went crashing to the ground.

“Ow,” I complained.

“God... men,” Cassandra said, shaking her head.

“Oh no you don’t,” I replied, “no female-supremacy high-horse for you. You are literally throttling one of your friends right now!”

“She’s a Death Mage, she can take it. She might actually like it.”

Demise gave us a thumbs-up, making some rather interesting noises into the bargain.

“Anyway,” I said, getting us back on track as I used the bed to clamber back to my feet, “I would like for you to return to Clarion and assemble a few things for me.”

I pulled my phone, discovered it was a melted mess and asked for Cassandra’s. I tapped out a list. Enchanting tools, materials, floodlights and some other things that would help with a long wait.

“Send someone expendable to deliver them, please, nobody I might miss.”

“We really need to have a talk about ethics,” Cassandra said with a sigh.

“Oh, could we?” I said sinisterly.

Cassandra shuddered.

“Even when you agree, you do it wrong!” she complained as I finished my typing and gave the phone back.

“It’s a gift,” I said as I conjured a Portal back to the shores of the Dead Sea.
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You know, for a moment there, I genuinely thought that I was going to be able to keep that Dimensional tear closed indefinitely.

I know. Dumb.

It was more than a day before anything started to happen, and I spent it packing that Ward chamber full of Magic. I as good as sewed the fabric of reality shut with thread made of Black Magic before clamping it together with the most powerful, complicated Dimensional Spells I could cast. Admittedly, the latter weren’t all that, but the sheer amount of Magic involved would have made up for it.

It was actually quite solid work, though I say so myself. Amateurish, to be sure, but sturdy.

Ankiala, no matter the power of her new form, would have had considerable trouble ploughing through all of that. It would have taken her ages, and I would constantly have been working against her, only prolonging the issue.

So, sensibly, she did something else entirely.

She poked a brand new hole in the fabric of existence and came through that instead.

It was a little over thirty hours since the Time Lock came down, close to midnight. I was in the centre of Leviathan’s Ward Chamber, and had just finished the Enchantments on one of my brand new expendable weapons, which I had christened Galahad (I’d wanted to call it a Lancelot-Two, but I was sick of certain people sniggering every time I said the name. Philistines, the lot of them...).

It started as a ripple in the fabric of Space.

I looked up, frowning. It was such a tiny thing, really, barely noticeable.

I dropped the Galahad into my Void Ring and stood, putting more power into my Mage Sight, making it more sensitive.

Nothing.

My Wards were still in place, along with all the Seals I’d conjured...

Another ripple.

Not such a small one this time.

The cavern began to tremble. Ancient dust fell from the ceiling, making me sneeze, stones fell from cracks, battery-powered lights started to flicker.

Space began to twist, but not at the point of the breach; far, far above. I smashed the nearest lights and dove into the Shadow Realm, emerging from a crevice a hundred metres back from the shore.

The ripple had already gotten worse. Where it had been a flex before, it was now a swirl, angry and red, a maelstrom of gravity, vacuum and chaotic energy.

Clouds formed, blocking out the moon and the stars, the sea churned; the earth shook and cracked.

I was torn.

Good sense would dictate that I at least try to stop what was happening; an ounce of prevention being worth a pound of clean-up and all that. But, simply, I didn’t know what I was doing. Not enough to resolve a highly complex problem involving Space Magic. It just wasn’t my thing; never had been.

I might have been able to slow it down. I might even have managed to buy us an hour, even two, though I doubted it. But, when I was done, I’d have used up a lot of Magic... and I’d still have a monster to deal with.

I lowered my hand and recycled the Magic I’d gathered.

I wanted to swear. All that work wasted.

I hated how well that woman... creature? Entity? Whatever she was now, I hated that she planned better than me.

At least the evacuation had been a success. There wouldn’t be any immediate collateral damage.

That had not been easy, by the way. The Israeli Magicians hadn’t liked the idea of staying away from something like this, and when the Pureborn government had found out what was going to happen...

Did you know that Israel had three times as many main battle tanks as Germany? I didn’t. It was only a considerable effort that kept the government from sending all of them. They wouldn’t have helped, but it was hard to believe in what the Defilers could do if you hadn’t seen one for yourself.

I was actually a little worried on that score. After all, the last time I’d had to deal with something on Leviathan’s scale, my Soul had been mangled and damaged; the emotional attack hadn’t had anything to sink into.

But it did now.

What if I ran away?

Jerusalem wasn’t twenty miles away, Amman less than forty. Between them, that was five million people.

And I was all that was standing between them and a monster that—according to Orpheus—made Behemoth look cuddly.

I started to sweat.

Whose stupid idea was this again?

Oh, right.

I just had to remember that it wasn’t my job to beat Ankiala, all I had to do was distract and delay her long enough for the Archons to get back up and running.

I pulled my mobile, thinking to get an update on that, but there wasn’t a signal. Looking up at the sky, it wasn’t hard to guess why. The clouds were flickering with lightning, getting ever deeper and darker.

I put my phone away and took a breath, loosening my shoulders. I cast shields and prepared a version of the Spell Rerek had used to kill Behemoth, though I had little hope for it doing much. Ankiala, after all, would know about it and be prepared.

I just had to hope that the Black would be enough of an edge, because otherwise a lot of people were going to die and one of them might be me.

The ripples got worse. Lightning struck, the Dead Sea dropped twenty metres as caverns, caves and subterranean structures gave way. Hills fell, crevices filled up; the national park housing the entrance to Leviathan’s prison was all but destroyed.

Reality was ripped apart, revealing a lightless place full of writhing flesh. Alien energy poured into the rift, tearing it wider. That I could mess with. I started Dispelling constructs, disrupting the flow of Magic and using my Will to pick at the aperture.

I slowed her down, but I couldn’t stop her.

The rift grew and grew... and grew.

And then it vanished.

Leaving the stuff of nightmares behind.

In the course of a somewhat extensive education—both in and out of various institutions—I had read about a wide variety of interesting creatures. One of these was something called a Bobbit Worm.

Nasty things. An ambush predator of the ocean, long and thin, covered in bristles, a head packed with antennae and tipped with two sets of retractable jaws. They lie in wait on the ocean floor and drag unsuspecting prey down into mucous lined burrows, never to be seen again. Gave me nightmares.

What came out of the rift was like that... in no real way, but reminded me of it in overall structure, as well as in terms of simple menace.

First and foremost among the differences: it was quite a bit bigger.

If Ankiala’s new suit was less than five kilometres long, I’d have been very surprised. She made Behemoth look like a minnow next to a shark. The head was lumpen and bony, covered in chitin and unblinking, red eyes. Multiple sets of truly huge jaws jutted out to either side, each as long as Behemoth’s body had been. Just the jaws.

A mouth ringed with more teeth sat in the centre of the head, amid grasping tendrils. The body was divided into armoured segments covered with tentacles, which made it look somewhere between that of a centipede and a tapeworm, if the centipede had legs all over its body rather than just on the one side. The tail was tipped by an articulated spike over a third of a kilometre long. Down the underbelly was a seam in the chitin, much the one on Behemoth’s head, but much, much longer, stretching from just beneath the neck to the spike.

All in all, she was horrifying. Just the sight of her nearly did my underwear a mischief.

To date, I had dealt with Demons, Ogres, Trolls, Reanimated monsters, artificially manufactured abominations, hellish creatures from a dimension of pure darkness and a beast of primordial chaos... but none of that even held up a candle to Ankiala as she was now.

She fell from the rift and into the Dead Sea, the impact creating a vast plume of water, followed by a wave that washed over the shore, forcing me to lift myself into the air rather than waste energy swatting it away.

Her head exploded out of the water moments later before swivelling towards me. The use of Magic must have drawn her attention.

Good?

“I knew you’d be here,” Ankiala said, the voice seeming to explode from the air itself, a function of Magic, not vocal chords.

The tone was amused, indulgent, the voice of someone who’d won. Understandable, really.

She was more dangerous now than she’d been as an actual god.

My Galahad appeared and I firmly placed the butt on the sodden ground next to me, meeting all those eyes levelly.

“So defiant. Even now?”

“Especially now. You forget, I know what fuel that body requires.”

She started swimming towards me, that terrible head weaving hypnotically from side to side. The shimmer and flicker of her skin’s colours drew the eye and befuddled the mind... or they would have if I were actually susceptible to that sort of thing. Being someone who enjoyed messing with people’s sensory inputs, I took great pains not to be vulnerable to it myself.

Nice try, though.

“A small price to pay,” she crooned, her conjured voice soothing and gentle.

I shook my head... and pointed my Galahad at her.

She froze.

“Not working, huh?” she said.

“Nope.”

“Well, it is my first day, I’ll get better.”

“Doubt it.”

She laughed.

“You’re not going to stop me, Shadow. I’m not what I once was... but then neither are you. Serve me. Rule my cattle. Stay alive.”

I sputtered out a laugh.

She bristled, her tentacles shuddering and agitated. Her immense jaws clacked shut so hard that there was a sound like thunder.

It really was intimidating, but I wasn’t going to let her know that. If she thought I was afraid, she’d think I was vulnerable, and our civilised little chat would devolve into a fight I was not going to win. I needed to keep her talking for as long as I possibly could.

“Oh... sorry,” I said, fake-wiping a tear from my eye. “So cliché!”

“I am the power in this world, Graves. Even if your precious Archons were here, it would make no difference!” she boomed, loud enough to knock over several small buildings on the shore to the south of me.

“But we are here,” I said with a smile. “One of us, anyway.”

The terrible eyes swivelled towards my left hand.

She saw the ring. She froze again.

“Time to surrender, Ankiala,” I said cooly. “You no longer have the protection of a human shield. I’m quite willing to kill whatever the hell you are now.”

“So sentience is only valuable when it exists in a human shape?” she replied, swimming side to side, getting closer all the while. “Because I no longer look like you, you feel you can murder me?”

“Interesting thought. Your argument might have more weight if you weren’t using it to get close enough to eat me, though,” I pointed out.

She came to a stop again.

“Spotted that, did you?”

“I’ve learned my lessons.”

“Took you long enough.”

“I’ll agree with you there.”

She stared at me.

“Archon or not, Graves, I am a Goddess. You will not survive.”

“A Goddess of what? Look at yourself, Ankiala. You’re an abomination. You’ve become the very worst thing you could possibly be.”

“As supposed to what?!” she roared. “A squatter in a stinking, human shell?!”

“Yes, that’s quite the step up you took. You’re now a squatter in an invertebrate shell.”

“An invertebrate that can lay waste to your world!”

“So that you can rule over the ashes? Wonderful idea. Queen of the dust-heap. Shall I bow?”

“You will kneel!” she howled... before lashing out with her now titanic mind.

I was taken off-guard by the savagery of the attack. It ploughed straight into my Mental Defences like a battering ram. And stopped dead.

Taken off-guard, yes.

But not unprepared.

Primal of the Mind, Ankiala, I growled down the link she’d established as I grabbed on to her Telepathic Probe.

I started to twist.

She tried to separate herself from it, but I hardened it and used it as a conduit to launch a counter-attack.

There was no way I was stupid enough to go into her mind; that was a horrific mixture of Divinity and Defiler, and I had no idea what would happen if I poked my psyche into that mess. What I could do, though, was launch a nasty little barrage of Neural Shredders, Psi-bombs and Telepathic Stimulators.

She screamed in horrible agony as my attacks struck home, her body thrashing and churning in the water, which I froze while she was distracted, leaving only her top kilometre or so to bash itself against the new mini-glacier. The ice cracked, but I rebuilt and expanded it until there was a wide band from one shore to another.

Ankiala tore herself free of my Mental grasp, doing more damage to her psyche into the bargain, howling all the while. Her whole body began to convulse.

“YOU FOOL!” she screamed, the sound so loud that it shattered everything around her, including a significant portion of the shore around me. “I CAN’T CONTROL THEM ANYMORE!”

Them?

“What?” I asked.

The screams reached a new crescendo.

And the seam on her belly split open.

No... that’s not right. It was forced open.

By something inside trying to get out.

Remember when they’d said that Leviathan had given birth before?

I’d figured, or maybe just hoped, that was a one-time thing, or something that Ankiala would at least have had to work on.

As it turned out... nope.

And it was like a bloody clown car in there.

I mean, they just kept coming and coming... hundreds, thousands... more.

They erupted from Ankiala in a disgusting wave, screeching and fighting to escape from their mother and each other, spreading out rapidly.

They looked like Leviathan herself, only smaller, just big enough to swallow a human being, in my estimation. Some were a bit bigger, some were a little smaller, but the latter were being torn apart and consumed, so they weren’t much of a problem...

Their emotions washed over me and they were awful. They were cruel, nasty beasts, focussed only on survival. And feeding.

And they had the intelligence to make them good at it, too; an instinctive, ugly cunning.

Some remained behind, the dumber ones, doing their best to eat their mother and making pretty fair headway while Ankiala was screaming and nearly insensible from my mental attack.

Some came for me. Those were the even dumber ones.

The rest headed for the water or the shore, away from her, away from me...

And towards sources of human-shaped food.

Terrific.

I honestly don’t think that could have gone worse if I’d planned it.

That’s what I thought.

I was wrong. Things got worse.

Ankiala lost control of her new powers.

That otherworldly energy sprayed out. The ice turned black and started to smoke, the air boiled, becoming poisonous.

The juvenile monsters still close-by changed.

Flesh bubbled and twisted, chitin and bone flowed like water, bodies split or grew, some erupted with new limbs, some grew more heads, some started spraying poisonous fluids everywhere...

It was chaos. The monsters had already been eating the littler ones as the opportunity arouse, but now hundreds turned on each other in an orgy of blood and gore. Some briefly worked together to bring down larger ones before attacking their former allies, eating them, too.

Over just a few minutes, a few grew huge, glutted on power and flesh. They turned to eat ever more of their siblings, growing increasingly grotesque and potent with every bite.

And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about any of it.

I was too busy trying to stop the smarter ones from escaping.

And I was failing.

There were just so many of them. Do you have any idea how many three-metre snake-worm things a five-kilometre monster can hold?

Lots. Just... bloody lots.

And none of them was an easy target. They had the same esoteric defences that Behemoth and Proteus had, all be it on a smaller scale. A Fireball that would have dropped anything of an equivalent size barely charred those things. Each time I brought one down, it took the same energy I’d put into stopping a demon, a big one. I couldn’t keep that up forever. Or, indeed, very long.

And, by attacking their brothers and sisters, I’d drawn the attention of a rather significant number of them, hundreds more than the already significant number coming at me. They saw me as a threat and their cunning little brains had determined that I was unlikely to just let them go if I was willing to attack them outright.

Clever, really.

Also problematic.

They had the good sense to spread out, making area of effect attacks wasteful. If they could have come in a single mass, this would have been over already, but they were coming in staggered waves and constantly shifting around so I’d miss.

In desperation, I returned the heat to a chunk of the ice, turning it back into water so that I could try electrocuting them... which actually worked. Twitching corpses soon floated up to the surface, where they were then devoured by the others, allowing those to grow larger and suffer less from my electrical attacks...

And then they were on me, piling onto my shields.

I lashed out with my Shadows, carving them up by the dozen with every swipe, but I didn’t have the time, not to mention energy, to burn them all, so the pieces were being gobbled up and assimilated by increasingly larger monsters.

Eventually, I found myself surrounded by a pack of beasts, any one of which could have wrapped itself around a double-decker bus enough times to cover it completely, with enough left over to give a military Land Rover the same treatment.

Chaotic power started to lance into my Shadows, tearing them down before digging into the shields below. I replied with Shadow Lances and Black Plasma, but it took so much power to destroy even one of those things, and doing so just left meat so the others could grow stronger.

All the while, the tiny ones were getting further and further away.

I was losing. Before long, people were going to start dying.

The biggest of the pack around me raised its jawed head like a cobra, sickly-green energy gathering at its maw, ready for a strike, aimed right at my shields. I sent a Plasma Beam straight into its face, causing a detonation that blew its head off, but did nothing for the spike at the other end. That nasty thing came up and speared through my Shadows, carving through half my Shields before I could snap it off and rip the rest of the thing apart my remaining Constructs.

This one was apparently powerful enough to regenerate. It started to glow... but its siblings got there first, spraying yet more gore everywhere, soaking the ground with corruption.

Good thing this was happening at a place where very little lived, or goodness only knew what other mutated horrors I’d be dealing with by now.

My Shadows leapt out, spearing into things, crushing others. I burned, electrocuted, slashed, smashed and tossed. I put out enough raw power to have obliterated Yoruba’s army twice over... but it wasn’t anywhere near enough. Defilers were escaping, Ankiala was recovering, and I was pinned down dealing with ever more powerful enemies.

What the hell was I going to do?

I had a trump card, and it was a good one, but if I used it now, to deal with the little ones, then I’d be giving Ankiala (the target I’d hoped to use it on) a chance to come up with a counter.

But then... the world was about to get overrun by monsters.

I reached into the Shadow Realm, where an army of Elementals had been waiting for the last day.

I sent my intentions down the link.

Thousands of presences lit up in response, and my power surged.

I felt light-headed for a moment as a truly vast amount of Magic flew out of my Well and into the Shadow Realm. The already dark night became darker still as hundreds of Gates opened and Elementals came forth.

Shaped by my Will, they came in the shapes of aquatic monsters; little fish-like ones, all teeth and flippers, flitted among things that looked like Hell’s own crocodiles, only bigger and meaner. Long, slim combinations of eel and whale roared as they charged at the escaping Defilers, backed by sinuous Elementals shaped like sharks.

Behind them came the Leviathan.

Not the wretched horrors like Ankiala’s new body, the true Leviathan, my Leviathan.

He was as different to the others of his kind as night to day. He couldn’t rival Ankiala for size, but he was still huge. He resembled a Dragon, only one that lived in the water. His back was covered in huge spines, his body in scales like armour plates, three pairs of huge flippers replaced legs. He moved with an incredible grace that belied his size, almost keeping pace with his smaller cousins.

It was awe-inspiring; beautiful.

And distracting.

A Defiler’s tail-spike smashed through Shadow and shield while I wasn’t paying attention and slammed into my back, erupting through my belly.

Poison flowed, Otherworldly energy pulsed.

I screamed as agony filled my chest. The Defiler twisted the spike and I lashed out before it could rip out my spine, severing its tail. I wanted to spare my Magic, to save as much as I could, but I needed the Black, and I needed it now. The Defiler poison was spreading like fire among tinder, ravaging my cells and turning my blood acidic, boiling me from the inside-out. That poison was more lethal than anything I’d ever encountered, and I’d once inhaled a Demonic, lung-dissolving chemical that remained the closest anything had ever come to killing me (that was the aforementioned attempt by Namia Sutton).

The exotic energy suffusing the poison was worse. It speared into my head and tried to wipe my mind completely, to leave me a vulnerable vegetable. I fought it, but I felt it gain purchase at the edges of my psyche before... something stopped it.

I say something, because I can’t explain what the hell it was. I felt the Defiler’s mental attack trying to pry my mind away from my brain, I felt it discover a psychic seam and start to pull... and then it was like it lost its grip, sliding away, something in my mind hardening against the energy.

I would eventually figure out that it was a combination of things. Part pure Telepathic Affinity, part training, part stubbornness... but it was also because of the taint Behemoth had left behind. The Black had integrated it with my Well, making it a part of me. It helped to blunt some of the energy’s power. Enough that the rest of me could push it off completely.

Could I have survived without it?

Maybe. I was glad that I didn’t have to find out.

Black Magic flowed as the mental attack petered out, arriving just in time to prevent my heart dissolving into mush, though it was a close-run thing. The poison was neutralised, my wounds soothed, the spike forced out of my torso.

I put a spear of Shadow through the head of the Defiler that had stabbed me and expanded it into a sphere, blowing the top ten metres of monster apart.

It glowed, but the others pounced before it could regenerate... one less threat to deal with.

But damn, the ones that were left were getting big.

It was more than the simple transfer of mass. If I had to guess, I’d say that each monster had whatever the Defiler equivalent of a Soul was, and it looked like this was just as effective an energy source as the human sort, going by their increasing power.

Which rather made me wonder what the original Leviathan’s true purpose was in having all those babies. Was it to have an army to hand in case she needed one?

Or was it in case she needed emergency rations?

Either way... not the best parenting.

And speaking of Mama, Ankiala had done something rather nasty. The cavity the juvenile Defilers came from had sprouted spines, tens of thousands of them. The ones that had remained, trying to consume their mother, were dead and being reabsorbed, which made her healing ridiculously fast. She didn’t even need to do a full regeneration.

Worse, I could feel the Goddess’ mind start to reassert itself. It had mostly stabilised already. It wasn’t going to be long before she was able to focus properly again.

At which point she’d probably remember that she was rather irritated with me.

I needed to get the smaller Defilers off my plate and I needed to do it now.

I decided to try an experiment.

I’d been incorporating Black Magic into my Spells for a while now, but I’d yet to use it in its raw state, simply applying it to a biological system and letting it do what it did.

It wasn’t an energy-saving practice, but it had the benefit of speed, or so I hoped anyway.

After reinforcing my Shields, I conjured a little ball of the Black, chose a Defiler and sent it flying.

The results were... wondrous.

And disgusting.

I hit the thing right in the middle of its ugly face. Its Aura blunted the attack considerably, peeling away about a quarter of the Magic, but the rest sank into its flesh and went to work.

The head split straight down the middle. The flesh boiled and flexed until it sprouted a limb that quickly mutated and grew until there was a brand new head on the end of that fleshy limb.

A hungry one.

The Defiler screamed in horrible pain as its new appendage started to eat its host, growing stronger with every bite and tear... just like the original would.

One of the others sensed a free meal and turned on its sibling... only to get a face-full of the most powerful acid I’d ever seen. The Grotesque head had grown some sort of gland, apparently.

The stricken Defiler reared back, its face dissolving before my eyes until there was just a stump of neck left... which quickly had the others leaping at it, though they kept a wide berth from the acid-spewing remains of the one I’d Cursed.

They really shouldn’t have.

They should have killed it when they had the chance.

By the time they’d finished their latest meal, the Grotesque Defiler had finished its as well, and it leapt straight at one of the others, dragging the picked-clean remains of its own corpse with it.

It struck like a snake, but faster. Its face (if that was even the right word) was a mass of misshapen teeth, claws and spikes. Little tendrils had sprouted off the edges and were spraying that acid everywhere, causing the Defilers to leap away... and ignore me for a moment.

So I did it all over again.

I didn’t get a new head this time. Applied raw like that, the effect of Black Magic was random and chaotic. The only thing you could reasonably predict was that it was going to be disgusting, and it certainly lived up to that.

My attack hit low on the Defiler’s belly, on the seam that led to the monster’s... young-pouch? Worm factory?

Anyway, its reproductive centre.

Something really nasty happened.

The seam became a mouth that started chewing, but the majority of my Spell sunk in deeper and triggered certain reactions. Things grew that ought not to grow.

And then those things started eating their parent.

Yup... I was going to have all the nightmares after this.

But it was working.

So I did it again.

And again.

I perverted nature, compromised my most deeply held beliefs about the use of Magic and slaughtered sentient or near-sentient creatures... but the job was getting done.

After the fifth Defiler succumbed to the Black and started attacking others (I think I’d hit something resembling neural tissue that time, which resulted in some sort of second brain forming that took control of the body... yet another thing to lose sleep over), the rest finally realised that they’d bitten off more that they could chew and legged it.

Where they promptly ran into my Leviathan coming the other way after finishing off the last of the escaping worms.

The Defilers were now pretty big... but he was bigger.

And he wasn’t alone.

Dozens of Greater Elementals came with him, with swarms of smaller ones close behind. What my Leviathan couldn’t do himself, the others did.

He breathed a kind of energy on them as he passed and six worms were little more than greasy smears on the ground when the dust cleared. The same happened to the rest as five or six Greater Elementals ganged up on each Defiler. They took longer to die and screamed all the while. Not pleasant to watch, but far better than the alternative which was dead people, dead cities and, most importantly, dead me.

Maybe I should have had them do this part first? Certainly it would have saved me the stab wound... but then some of the little ones might have escaped.

It’s a tricky one.

Oh well, live and learn.

The littler Elementals didn’t have breath attacks and went for the few remaining Defilers with tooth and claw. I was just about ready to send them after Ankiala, when the last of her brain fog cleared.

She screamed.

She screamed like Behemoth had sung, and it was the worst sound I’d ever heard, screeching like a violin the Devil would play for the end of the world, laced with power, pain and intent.

Ankiala blended the terrible energies of a Defiler with her own Divine essence, creating a wave of energy that flooded the whole area. The Dimensional barriers trembled and clenched. Even the Shadow Realm convulsed under her power.

Or, perhaps I should say, especially the Shadow Realm.

My Elementals, my greatest weapon, writhed and wailed in pain as their energy started to fade. They tried to stay with me, to fight for me, but their pain was quickly becoming mine, and none of us were going to be much use in that state.

Against their objections (but also to their considerable relief), I sent them away and they faded back into their home... taking a large portion of my Magic with them.

And leaving me more or less as I’d started.

Me, alone, against a monster of unspeakable power.

Only now, half my Well was spent, and the monster was in a considerably worse mood than she’d been when this all began.

Not the best start...




Chapter 86



Ankiala growled, the sound infused with her alien power. It resonated with my Well, sinking into the heart of me. For a moment, I felt a flash of overwhelming horror and despair, enough to make me want to curl up in a ball and just die there, but it was only for a moment.

This time, it was definitely Behemoth’s taint that saved me.

And it hurt.

The best way I can describe it is like falling off a cliff. Ankiala had given me one hell of a push, but Behemoth’s power was like a length of piano wire wrapped round my testicles, keeping me from falling to my death... but rather making me wish that I had.

I fell to a knee as my head felt like it was being squeezed through a salad fork.

I almost screamed, but sheer stubbornness prevented me from giving the monster the satisfaction.

Somehow, I stayed sane and in control.

God, just everything to do with these creatures was horrible, even the very few upsides were unpleasant. If I ever met the god, person or Entity that made them, I was kicking him firmly in his Divine danglers, because he was a dick.

I gritted my teeth and got back up, using my Galahad to support my weight.

“You can’t do anything the easy way, can you?” Ankiala rumbled as she finished tearing her colossal length free of the ice.

“I’m going to give you a moment to appreciate the irony of that statement,” I replied, my voice a croak.

“Fair enough,” she said, slithering closer to me. “It’s over, Shadow. You were screwed before, but you are absolutely buggered now. Nice plan, though, that might actually have done me some damage.”

“Not the only plan I have Ankiala. But I do have a compromise for you.”

She stopped approaching.

“I’m listening.”

“That body can change its shape. Make yourself something more appropriate—and not quite so dangerous—and live out a life as something vaguely human. We call this quits, you try conquering again once I’m good and dead and it’s no longer my problem.”

“Tempting. Counteroffer: I eat you, digest you slowly and use the power I get from your Soul to take my rightful place as Humanity’s one, true god.”

I would swear I heard a chorus of musical chuckles on the wind... seven of them, in fact.

And I’d better not have, because that meant that certain feathery people were leaving me to do all the morally-dubious, nightmare-inducing work of protecting the human race while they had a breather.

“I think you’d find that I’d no more agree with your digestion that I do with your life goals,” I replied.

Just keep her talking... every second that passed was more time to recharge my Well.

She chuckled. It wasn’t a friendly sound. She was drooling when she did so, and it was not environmentally-friendly drool. The ice it hit turned black and started bubbling, spewing out dark green smoke.

She started slithering forwards again.

I let her. The closer she got, the less likely I was to miss with my one and only Galahad.

Why hadn’t I made more when I had the chance?

Arrogance, that’s why. Also scheduling conflicts, but mostly the arrogance thing.

But, in my defence, what could possibly have been a match for a Black Magic infused Archon?

Another set of musical chuckles. It was getting harder to pretend I couldn’t hear those...

“Last chance, Shadow. Submit. Serve. Accept my mark.”

She started to glow, energy rippling along her body.

I prepared a Counter-Spell.

“Pass.”

“Excellent.”

Faster than the human eye could follow, that horrific head leapt at me, the power of the strike so immense that the shifting of her chitin plates against one another sounded like an artillery barrage.

Not quite what I thought she’d do, but my plan worked just fine for this, too.

I dropped through a Portal... and slightly misjudged the exit, so I went tumbling down a hill before enjoying a lovely landing on a sharp rock.

Ankiala enjoyed her impact even less. She smashed into the ground where I’d been standing and snapped one of her external mandibles clean off. She was soon swearing even more than I was.

I recovered just that little bit faster than she did, rolling back to my feet while she was still shaking her head in pain.

I aimed for as long as I dared, and then I triggered my Galahad.

The beam burned the air as a cylinder of atomic power three feet wide crossed the kilometre between us in less than the blink of an eye. It slammed into the monster’s flank with enough force to set the stones around her on fire.

It barely made a dent in the Defiler’s body.

A thick layer of exotic energy was coating her skin, and it dispersed three quarters of my attack, leaving barely enough to poke a relatively small hole through the meat of her body.

That ‘small’ hole would have been enough to kill just about anything else in creation, but to her, it was an inconvenience.

She turned towards me, those dozens of soulless, evil eyes locked onto me.

“Mistake,” she hissed.

I had to agree with her there.

Her Magic pulsed, instantly creating a field that disrupted Space Magic so I couldn’t repeat my trick, and then she sprang at me again.

Running seemed like a terrific idea right then, but she was almost certainly expecting that. In fact, I could feel the energy she had at the ready, more than enough to swat a Shadow Cocoon out of the sky.

So I held my ground.

She was so fast... but my brain was faster.

She ran straight into a bank of hardened Shadow, infused with traces of Black Magic. Just enough to get my conjured spikes through that protective Aura she’d conjured, and into her hide.

She bellowed in pain as my Shadows dug in and started tearing at the hole my Galahad had made. I added heat and electricity, channelling the energy through my Shadows and straight into the wound.

The damage was minimal in terms of her sheer bulk, but the pain seemed to be rather intense. Ankiala thrashed and screamed. I put more power into my Shadows, wrapping them in and around the Defiler’s neck, pinning her in place while I tried to do some damage.

She retaliated by shooting that poisonous energy at me, a beam of sickly-green power that I had to work hard to deflect. I lost half my Shadows and two thirds of my shields before the last of it was spent... and while I was dealing with that, Ankiala had thrashed her way free of her bindings.

I wasted too much energy getting a big enough ball of plasma in the way to stop her from chomping me. It charred her monstrous face and sent her reeling, buying me the time and space I needed to run for my life.

I was starting to realise just how much trouble I was in.

Numbers had started to rattle through my brain, things like length, width and the approximate density of her flesh...

Bearing in mind that we were talking about five kilometres of monster, just in terms of simple mass... I couldn’t win. I could vaporise a million tons of meat and chitin and still barely have made a dent. Even if I could somehow locate and destroy a million tons of important meat... I couldn’t win.

Okay, new plan.

Containment.

I landed on the far side of the sea and got to work.

I started by playing with the weather just to buy myself time. The dark clouds that had started to dissipate after Ankiala’s emergence reformed and started to flicker with growing amounts of electricity. Just as my enemy had recovered from her face-first exposure to my miniature sun, she took a dozen lightning bolts to the top of her skull, blowing off huge chunks of chitin and spraying her corrupted blood all over the place.

She screamed, and I followed up with more of the same, but she quickly adapted, her energy field shifting to scatter the electricity.

She dove into the water and came at me, so I froze the sea again, which couldn’t have been fun when she swam face-first into the iceberg and even less so when the ice expanded to surround her head. She started to push against it, miles of massively strong musculature against a block of ice the size of a town, backed up by the stubbornness of a single Magician.

Turns out I was pretty stubborn.

The ice held.

For a while, anyway.

Her power flared again and the ice around her exploded into steam. I fought her, shifting it back into a solid state and stealing the heat for later use, but she was clever, her every movement damaging the ice, getting her closer to the surface.

When she finally broke free, I was ready with all that heat she’d generated and her head was holed by a beam of Black Plasma that caused huge swathes of flesh to burn and rot. Eyes burst, exoskeleton shattered or melted.

It was still just a drop in the ocean, but it bought me the time I needed.

The Trap Shield sprung into being as she was reeling. A sphere of blue light surrounded her, trapping her within along with a truly huge amount of water.

I followed up with a bolt of Black Magic that used up half of the power I had left.

It hit just under her left main mandible. The flesh swelled horribly before exploding into a mass of meaty tentacles, tipped by venomous fangs.

Ankiala screamed as the mandible fell away to crash into the water and the Grotesque fangs sunk into her face. They tore into anything soft before ripping it free and feeding it to a newly grown mouth that had just opened next to her original one.

The massive head shook as she slammed the mutated piece of herself against the shield, causing fractures to appear in the construct, which I scrambled to repair.

Blood sprayed, flesh was crushed, but the Black continued to work. I fed it more power and the Grotesque growth expanded, the tentacles dividing and growing larger, the venom more potent. Great swathes of Ankiala’s face had started to smoke or rot, her red eyes turning white and blind one by one as the poison spread.

She pooled her energy and slashed it into her own face, carving off the Cursed flesh before I could stop her. It soon disintegrated under the force of another blast that would have happily destroyed a small mountain.

Her head was a mess, weeping and rotting, a great chunk of it simply gone, the damage ongoing; continuing to spread.

She started to glow.

I grinned as she started to shrink.

And then I struck.

A Disintegration Beam, run through with Black Magic, speared through her body, blasting away massive amounts of matter and energy, made easier by the flux in her atomic structure.

She lunged away from me, preventing me from severing anything... but the damage was done. She had to rebuild half her neck, and it cost her... about a tenth of her mass.

I blinked, checking again.

Yep. All of that, all that effort, all that expended power... and her mass had been reduced by a little under ten percent.

Not fair.

When she emerged from her regeneration, completely whole once again, she was even angrier; incoherent with rage, in fact. She wreathed her jaws in magic and slammed into my Trap Shield, buckling a quarter of the thing with that single strike.

I rushed to repair the damage, but I wasn’t done when she prepared to lunge again. It was all I could do to rotate the thing and present an undamaged face to her.

This was getting desperate. I pulled my Battle Stave from the Void Ring and spent all its stored energy in a single blast that barely distracted Ankiala and cost me more time than it bought.

She slammed into the Trap again before opening her immense mouth and blasting out a stream of energy that caused the whole thing to bow outwards, distorted and bent.

Every minute that passed, she was gaining more and more control of her host’s powers, getting stronger, getting better, whereas I was getting weaker. She had vast stores of energy to call on, whereas mine were starting to get low.

I did briefly think of using one of the Cosmic Tools, but the feeling of utter dread that pulsed in my chest at the very idea had me dismissing it. Fair enough. I couldn’t imagine what the Gods’ Blade would do to me in such a situation and the Janus Glove would simply make two of her and add Spirit powers to the copy. Not a great plan.

But the hard way wasn’t working, either. I was in a war of attrition with something that was almost built for them. Things weren’t looking good.

And then she broke my Trap.

It took two more of those blasts, but she did it. I was surprised that it had taken her so long.

It was really all over bar the shouting. I likely had the fastest Magical Regeneration rate on the planet, but that wasn’t enough to maintain a defence while attacking something like her. I could snipe, take cheap shots, distract... but with so little Magic left in my Well, my ability to inflict real harm had gone way down. It wasn’t that I couldn’t cast, I was still more than a match for any Sorcerer alive, but the scale of Spells required to hurt something that big, and that resistant to Newtonian powers, required far more Magic than I had available. I was down to buying time.

I surrounded myself with Shadows and started flying, keeping as close to her as I dared so that she’d have more trouble drawing a bead on me.

“I expected more of you, Shadow,” she growled before letting off another of those blasts that barely missed, knocking the top off a nearby hill.

I replied with a Shadow Lance that would have killed a dozen Sorcerers but barely scratched Ankiala.

“Ooh... that tickled,” she crooned.

I started preparing a Fusion Spell. It took a while, but it was relatively Magic-conservative. Most of the energy came from the reaction itself, and it had been moderately successful against Behemoth.

I cast it just as she attacked again.

It saved my life. The explosion blew her head off its trajectory. An attack that would have atomised me only clipped me instead, and she lost a solid chunk of head in trade.

I still went careening out of the sky, though, my left side horribly burned, my staff destroyed along with it, which really annoyed me, that thing had been expensive!

I think we hit the ground at about the same time, on opposite sides of the Dead Sea. My Shadows saved me a lot of damage, but she had no such padding and her mangled skull got stuck in a crevice.

I could feel her taint leeching into my wounds. It wasn’t like Behemoth’s, it was much nastier, clawing at my mind like her children’s energy had. Thankfully, I knew what I was looking for this time, and was able to bat it away without suffering a scarred psyche. But with the energy saturating my cells, I couldn’t banish the attack completely, and it went back to work after a moment, digging at my mental defences like a demented mole would chase after a worm.

I had no choice but to let the Black off its leash, draining me almost down to the dregs, but stopping the energy before it could kill me. The Black reacted differently to Leviathan’s poison than to her offspring’s, likely because of how much there was in my body. My power drew it in, absorbing it... integrating it.

Which I really wished it hadn’t done. It ended up in my Well, merging with Behemoth’s mess, staining the walls with yet more alien power.

Finally, the last of the Defiler’s power was gone, and I rolled over, smoking, charred and spent, my side a mass of agony. I didn’t dare waste the Black on healing.

I was just in time to see Ankiala tear herself free of the crevice, spraying chunks of rock the size of busses all around her as she reared up and searched for me.

I got to shaky feet and drew in some energy. Not much, though, I was starting to run awfully low on power.

She laughed and dove into the water again.

I didn’t have enough Magic left to freeze it. Besides, she was swimming along the surface, those terrible, unblinking eyes locked on me once more.

I managed to conjure some Shadows. They surrounded me and brought me comfort, but I knew that it was a false one.

This was it.

Five hundred metres away, the head rose out of the water.

Her mouth started to glow one more time.




Chapter 87



I put every last bit of Magic I had into a triangle of Will with its upper point towards Ankiala. The otherworldly energy washed over it, cracking the construct and making me grunt in pain.

My energy drained rapidly, not that there was much left. My barrier contracted and started to fade as the last of my Magic was spent.

The air behind the Construct started to heat up as the shield became thinner. Ankiala roared in triumph.

Then, abruptly, she stopped.

Her head twitched, turning slowly away from me and towards a glow that had started up behind her.

I fell to my knees, completely exhausted, as more lights appeared. My vision was swirling, fading, my thinking foggy, but I couldn’t miss Ankiala’s head darting back and forth from that first glow to what rapidly became dozens of others.

Enough of my Magic regenerated for me to recast Mage Sight.

I nearly screamed in pure joy.

“This isn’t what it looks like!” Ankiala bellowed into the night.

“Let me guess,” boomed a beautiful, beautiful voice from the top of a hill behind the monster, “he just slipped and fell into your attempt to murder the ground he’s currently sitting on?”

There was a crunch behind me and a soft hand touched my shoulder. Magic flowed, surrounding me in layer after layer of shields and Wards as healing Constructs flooded my charred side.

I had to wipe something distinctly watery out of my eyes as I turned to see Palmyra smiling down at me, Killian behind her. They were in close-fitting clothes, everything heavily Enchanted. Both wore bulky amulets with a huge crystal-like stone in the centre, glowing with otherworldly energy.

“What took you so long?!” I sputtered.

“I had a dinner,” Palmyra said, grinning even wider, cuffing something out of her own eyes. “Bart didn’t have anything to wear, Jen had paperwork, Van had as stomach thing...”

“I heard that!” Kron boomed, loud enough to shake some pebbles loose.

I laughed, sagging.

They were back!

And they’d brought just about the entire combined Warden Corps. Cassandra and Demise were already sprinting in my direction along with Orpheus and Clarke.

Vast amounts of energy were being conjured or gathered. The ground began to tremble, the air to thicken, the water of the lake stirred and shifted...

Ankiala surrounded herself with power, her head darting about even faster, like a trapped animal.

“One chance,” Kron said, “return to your Host’s home Dimension. You have ten seconds.”

Ankiala screamed, putting all her power into the sound. The wave of energy washed over us... and was quickly neutralised by those gaudy Amulets Killian and Palmyra wore, sucked in and rendered inert before it could reach the Wardens or myself.

Ankiala whimpered.

Kron’s sigh split the night, which was impressive. Rarely had I heard her disapproving on a geographic scale.

“Here was me thinking you’d be a challenge,” she complained.

“Wait! Wait! I can be useful! I can serve-”

“Kill it,” Kron growled.

“NO!” Ankiala screamed.

Magic flared.

Ankiala started to come apart.

She screamed as a hundred Spells lanced into her massive body, burning, tearing, shattering and rotting. The Death Magicians’ work was particularly impressive. Killian alone carved a thirty metre wide hole through the middle of her.

Cassandra helped me to my feet and pulled me into a hug.

“What the hell were you thinking?! That thing is huge!”

“I maintain that I was winning.”

She twisted my ear. Palmyra laughed.

Kron appeared next to Ankiala, staff in hand, covered head to toe in an even more massive suit of armour than she’d brought to the fight with Myrddin. This set glowed with Enchantments that were almost painful to look at, things designed to twist reality itself. Ankiala recoiled, but it was too late. Kron aimed her staff and triggered it.

The angle wasn’t perfect by any means, but she still atomised a good five hundred metres of the ancient horror’s body.

Ankiala’s severed head slammed into the water, creating a massive wave before quickly sinking. The rest of the body started to glow, shrinking as it began to regenerate.

Hopkins went to work, twisting Space around the creature, causing Ankiala’s regenerating matter to spray everywhere.

Killian and his Sisters of the Skull continued ripping into the shrinking mass, rotting matter away, corrupting the energy flow and draining Ankiala’s reserves. Her Jammer failed and the Space Mages started opening Portals into the ocean or the mantle, spraying her with lava or jets of massively pressurised water. Palmyra weaved a web of White Magic around the glowing mound, binding Ankiala in place, twisting the monstrous coils even as they were shrinking and trying to reform.

Kron vanished and reappeared above a placid stretch of sea a mile away. She pointed her ridiculously powerful staff into the water and another scream split the night at the Defiler that had reformed from Ankiala’s severed head exploded, its escape short lived.

Ankiala shrank with every moment, her regeneration never having the chance to complete as she was barraged from all sides. Eventually, growing desperate, she converted a huge chunk of her own mass into raw power. It left her considerably smaller, but it was enough to Conjure a shield powerful enough to let her flesh harden again.

When it finally did, it was much reduced.

Ankiala wasn’t even half the size she’d started at... though that was still quite a lot of monster.

“See, Graves? This is how effective you can be if you show up with the right tools.” Killian said as he let off another Entropic beam. I noticed that he was passing the energy through that amulet on his chest before forming it into a Spell. It was imparting a small resonance to the Magic, which I imagined was how their attacks were so effective, even against Ankiala’s natural resistance to Newtonian powers.

When all this was over, I would have to find out how it worked, but for the moment...

“And maybe I’d have known that if some people, who will remain nameless, but one of whom was you, hadn’t taken a two-month nap!”

“Honestly, you will complain about every little thing, won’t you?”

“If I’ve earned anything at all it’s a little grumble!”

Palmyra burst out laughing and wrapped her arms around my chest hard enough to bruise.

Killian sighed, pulled an amulet like the one on his chest from a pocket, and tossed it to me. “Try to make yourself useful,” he said. “And don’t lose that. “We had to sacrifice a small Central American empire to get the materials for it.”

“What’s it made of?” I asked, using some of my recently restored Magic to sink my Mage Sight into it.

Ooh... so shiny. I couldn’t identify the crystal, but there were so many lovely Enchantments!

“Graves, monster...” Killian said.

“There is just no time for whimsy in your world, is there, Bart?” I replied, looping it around my neck.

It glowed, getting brighter and then brighter still. My Aura pulsed in response to the energy within, building on it...

Killian snatched it off me and hurled it behind us. Wardens scattered from it as it continued to pulse angrily.

Palmyra and Killian turned towards me, looking me up and down.

“What sort of things have you been getting up to while we weren’t around, Graves? The last time we had a reaction like that it was from a cultist that had offered herself up to a Defiler for impregnation.”

“I have hobbies, don’t judge me.”

Many, many rolled eyes...

Palmyra poked my cheek, letting her Magic seep into me.

“Eww!” she said before recoiling. “He got himself tainted!”

“Seriously? ‘Eww’? What sort of ancient, mysterious Magician are you?” I complained.

“The kind who doesn’t get monster goop inside her!”

“Alright, there had to be a better way to put that.”

“That sounds about right to me,” Cassandra said helpfully.

Demise had to excuse herself so she wouldn’t laugh at me in front of company. Orpheus didn’t bother; he just let rip, the bastard.

“Wait, if you already had the damned taint, then why were you doing so badly? You should have won already,” Killian said as he retrieved the amulet. It wasn’t pulsing anymore, but it was still glowing. He held it at arm’s length.

“Huh?”

“Do you know nothing about these things?” he asked with a sigh.

“How would I when the only people who do didn’t tell me anything about it?!”

Killian looked away. “Ah. Fair enough. I would have sworn we left a book somewhere...”

“Terrific. Maybe tell someone about it!”

“Oh, it’s my fault you didn’t try a library for information?”

“I did try your library! And the Archive, and Kron’s library... everyone’s library. I had Wardens searching for any shred of information!”

“Well, we wouldn’t just leave something like that lying around where anyone could find it. Use your brain, Graves,” he replied, sending an Entropic Ball off to explode against Ankiala’s side, where it rotted away a good hundred square metres of chitin.

“I have a headache,” I complained.

“There, there,” Palmyra said, patting my shoulder. She waved her hands and Ankiala’s bindings reformed, white streams of energy wrapping around her before glowing and beginning to slice into the Defiler’s flesh.

Killian shook his head. “Just concentrate the Defiler’s energy in your Well, add pure Magic to it and project your Spells through that section. Think of it as a lens changing the frequency of light that passes through it. A little more costly than using the Amulet, but you’d blow that up. Because you let a monster get all up inside your business.”

“We have talked about phrasing!” I said with a glare.

“And bearing in mind what you’ve done to yourself... I’d imagine we will again. Fairly soon,” he said with an evil smirk.

“Gosh, I sure hope nobody switches out your bedding with cabbage every night for the next year,” I said dangerously.

“Try it, I dare you...”

“Oh, it’s a dare, is it?” I said.

The way Cassandra recoiled warned me that the gleam in my eye may have become a little manic.

“Boys, monster, world at peril... maybe measure later?” Palmyra said, shaking her head.

“Why does it always come back to the genitals with you?” Killian asked with a grimace.

“I’m a hedonist. It’s rather what we do,” she replied as she sent a beam of coherent light through Ankiala’s body with enough force left over to blow a new cave into the hill opposite. The Wardens standing nearby had to duck and started shaking their fists in her direction.

“Do pay attention,” Killian said dryly.

“I’m not awake yet, leave me alone!” Palmyra said with a red-faced pout.

I knew better than to laugh and instead put my attention into trying the technique Killian had taught me. Well, ‘taught’ was pushing it. Vaguely described to me.

Needless to say, I messed it up. A lot.

My tongue started hearing things, I messed up that badly...

By the time I was ready to give it a proper try (and had repaired my frazzled sensory inputs), Ankiala had lost another quarter of her mass and was starting to get desperate, lashing about with energy and forcing Kron to be a bit more conservative in her attacks. She still got in another shot from that impressive staff of hers, though... which did practically nothing this time around.

I sighed. Ankiala continued to demonstrate an impressive facility for adaptation. After just three hits from Kron’s staff, she’d managed to make herself all but immune to it, which was damned impressive. I had all the Affinities for the energy that staff utilised, and I don’t think I could have done that; certainly not that quickly.

Kron switched to actual Temporal attacks, which I’d never seen before. She’d always used Time as more of a physical enhancer. I’d never seen her attack with it.

And damn, but it was nasty.

But even that, Ankiala was adapting to. Each time a trench was torn into her flesh, it was a little smaller, healed a little quicker, and her Otherworldly Aura became more efficient at blocking the next one. All this, and Kron had an anti-Defiler amulet of her own. Not good.

Ankiala was starting to leverage her advantages, and they were considerable. If she had just been using the powers of a Defiler, I had no doubt that she’d have been destroyed already, but she was combining it with the powers and knowledge of a Newtonian Magician. It was making her ridiculously durable.

However, I was pretty sure I knew something that was largely impossible to adapt to unless you were something Ankiala simply wasn’t.

I cast my first modified Spell. A simple Black Bolt. Big one, though.

And, wow, was I right. Imparting that little bit of resonance made a huge difference.

I gained a new respect for how powerful Ankiala’s resistance to our powers was, because my Black Magic had done some pretty terrible things to her before. Now, though...

It was the difference between trying to sculpt with dry, hard clay and wet.

Ankiala’s flank all but exploded with Grotesque mutation. Great growths of sharpened, carnivorous flesh that grew nastier with each passing moment. The mutated growths grew spines, which then became sharper and barbed. Some started producing poison; some parts grew into grasping tentacles, others into lamprey-like heads that howled in horrible pain before biting down on anything in sight.

Ankiala screamed. I would have too.

Killian, Palmyra and the Wardens around me turned in my direction.

“Don’t give me the stink-eye, you told me to make myself useful!” I complained, feeling suddenly self-conscious.

“I’m working for a Black Magician. I’m sorry Mother,” Cassandra said, covering her eyes dramatically.

“Mean,” I said to her.

She snorted, ruining her attempt to guilt me.

“How... I mean we knew,” Killian said, “but how can you use it like that and not be... can’t you do anything normally?!”

“I don’t know, why don’t we ask your girlfriend? She was pretty lonely while you were napping.”

“Ha! Joke’s on you, I don’t have a girlfriend!”

I smirked.

He glared.

“I hate you, Graves.”

“Good, let the hate flow through yo- ow! Why?!” I said turning to Cassandra, who’d wacked me again.

“Stop trying to turn people to the dark side, it’s bad for my blood pressure! And I can’t get high blood pressure!”

“Feeling a bit dramatic today, are we?”

“Want me to dramatic my foot up your arse?!”

“I’m not sure that was grammatically sound.”

“Want me to shatter your eardrums with my grammatic sound?”

“I’m not feeling well,” Killian complained, rubbing his eyes.

“Yes, you must be tired after all that sleeping you did while I was busy holding off the several apocalypses,” I replied.

He threw his shoe at me and I opened a Portal to catch it.

Splash.

“That was Gucci, you bastard!”

“Then why did you throw it?”

“Come here,” he said menacingly.

“Seriously, you two?!” Palmyra complained. “Why am I the voice of reason? You know I hate that!”

Killian grumbled and I prepared another Bolt while he was distracted.

Ankiala was having a terrible time of it with the Grotesque mutations. Her middle third was a mass of torn and mangled meat. The Grotesque flesh had been busy eating things and growing larger. One of the nastier tendrils was already a quarter of her length... though it was attacking another growth, so it wasn’t a perfect system.

I threw my Bolt and it nearly missed, barely clipping the Defiler near the tail.

But it was enough.

The sliver of contact was enough to draw the rest of the energy in, soaking the flesh and turning it against its owner.

Even I felt a little queasy over this one, and I’d been developing a bit of a tolerance after all the other nasty stuff I’d seen lately.

The tail came apart, almost peeled like a banana, revealing a coil of glistening, black, bony meat that held the Defiler’s spike like a weapon, poised to strike.

Ankiala, already on the verge after everything inflicted on her, snapped. She started flailing and screaming as that colossal spike was slammed through her body over and over. She started to glow, but the Grotesque flesh was too prevalent, and her reformation was twisted, bent around new, alien metaphysical anchors. The flow of Magic was crippled and distorted, interrupted in some places, overloaded in others.

What emerged was a terrible mass of screaming tissue that continued to attack itself, the Grotesque flesh consuming and ripping at anything not controlled by its individual consciousnesses.

The parts that remained Ankiala started to go still one after another, either starved of power or torn apart. Even the vaguely head-looking bit lost its animus, the soulless eyes going dead, the red glow fading to a blind grey.

“You couldn’t just use a Fireball like a normal Magician?” Cassandra complained.

“Want me to bring her back so I can do it properly?” I asked.

“Don’t even joke about that!”

“So dramatic...”

Lava, fire and coherent light was continuing to fall on the twisting, semi-living remains, burning everything that was left (only sensible, really). The spike-monster I’d birthed was actually giving them some trouble... so I drained the Black out of it and it became much easier to deal with.

Things screamed horribly as they burned and I shuddered at just how ghastly the sound was.

I had created those things. Were they alive in a way? They could certainly feel pain in some fashion. Was it a new life entirely, or simple extensions of existing biology? A tumour or offspring?

In either event, I was going to think very carefully before doing anything like that again.

All the while, Ankiala’s energy signature was getting smaller as more of her burned away. It was only a fraction of its former power.

Wait.

Not it wasn’t.

Well, it was getting smaller... but it wasn’t diminishing as much as it should.

It was getting more concentrated.

It started to pulse.

I put power into my voice.

“Everybody back!” I roared, the sound loud enough to carry over everything to reach the Wardens that had gotten just that bit too close to the pyre.

To my immense surprise, they listened.

Walder didn’t even hesitate before yanking Kron away. He was just in time, as Ankiala’s massively concentrated power trembled one more time, and then the entire mass of Defiler and Grotesque exploded.

Flesh, chitin, blood and lava went everywhere.

A pair of Wardens were caught by the blast wave. If they’d been any closer, they’d have died. As it was, they were burned terribly by acidic fluids and lava pellets alike. Only quick intervention by Orpheus and a couple of other nearby Flesh Mages saved their lives.

Out of the cloud of mangled creature came a human shape, drifting almost lazily into the air until it was hanging high above the shore.

And I do mean human shape, because nothing else about it was human.

Her eyes (four of them, incidentally) were shark-black, her exterior a terrible combination of bony growth and coal-black flesh, glistening with fluids that burned when they dripped to the ground. Her nails were talons, her hair a mass of barbed tentacles, her mouth full of fangs.

It was as if someone had taken a human form and perverted it to be as alien as possible.

Three guesses who...

Ankiala turned briefly, found me and smiled. She raised her hand and energy started to flow once again.

I sighed.

This was getting ridiculous.

Oh well... here we go again.




Chapter 88



“I swear, that woman has more lives than bloody Lazarus,” Killian groaned.

“Entity,” I corrected.

“Looks like a woman.”

“What sort of dates have you been going on?!” I replied, gesturing at the... everything.

“Shut up, Graves.”

Ankiala’s power was building again. Kron and her Wardens were letting her have it, but she’d put up one hell of a Shield. It manifested as a golden sphere that surrounded her. It was so solid it was hard to even see through, like the energy was tight-packed enough to take on a physical shape.

Now her power started to fade.

But that was because she was using it, not because we were draining her.

Reality started to twist. Then it began to thin.

“Stop that you damned fool! You don’t know what you’re doing!” Kron screamed.

Kron didn’t scream. As a rule.

Ankiala cackled.

I guessed what was about to happen and I was suddenly wondering how quickly I could evacuate the planet. The Fae owed me a favour...

Ankiala’s Spell, if you could call it that, rose to a crescendo, and the air around her exploded with light. When it cleared, there was a green-tinged aperture next to her, ten times the height of a man.

And there were... things on the other side.

All I could see was dark, squirming lengths of meat, packed around the rift, some smoking from the contact with the disruption in space-time.

“I tried to do this the easy way,” Ankiala boomed, “I tried to be decent about it, but now I’m done. I’m going to peel this world open and make you watch.”

Kron looked away. “You stupid creature... these things don’t care about conquest. They care about food,” she whispered. Only Magically Enhanced senses let me hear her.

Suddenly, I got it. Kron wasn’t terrified of Ankiala.

She was scared for her.

A tentacle slipped out of the Dimensional Gate and grabbed Ankiala by the ankle. It was thick and sickly-green, the underside of it covered in barbs and suckers.

It went through her shield like it wasn’t even there.

The Goddess kicked the thing off and sent her mind into the rift. I think she was trying to make contact with whatever was on the other side.

“They aren’t human,” Kron said sadly as more tentacles and other, less identifiable, limbs came rushing through, “and for all that you want to appear otherwise, you are of us. In all the ways that matter, you are of humanity.”

Ankiala was blasting and cutting tentacles away now, confidence giving way to terrible panic as she was slowly captured by the alien lengths, the Defilers’ power adapting to hers as she had to ours.

“You could never rule them, Ankiala,” Kron said, turning towards her again, “you could only ever feed them.”

Ankiala fought, blasting and ripping, but she was losing. For every limb she destroyed, more came forth to grasp and pull.

She started to lose ground. Inch by terrible inch, she was drawn towards the tear in reality she’d conjured. I could feel nothing but terrible hunger from the other side... and something else, buried beneath.

Hatred. A terrible, cruel loathing that saw our world and wanted it to die screaming. Eaten alive.

Ankiala had done terrible things. She’d murdered, she’d slaughtered hundreds or allowed hundreds to be slaughtered, she’d brought a plague back to a world that could have been destroyed by it and made my life hell.

But I couldn’t leave her to that...

I stepped forward. A strong hand grabbed my wrist and I looked back to see Palmyra, eyes hard. She shook her head.

“I can’t,” I said, trying to free myself as gently as I could.

Life Magic flowed and her grip became firmer, so I wrapped a Shadow around her waist and started moving with her three inches off the ground. Killian grabbed my shoulder, Cassandra took my other arm.

“We can’t just-”

“What, Graves?” Killian said quietly. “Allow an existential threat to be neutralised? She can’t stay here. She can’t even be contained properly. There is no prison we could construct that a hybrid Goddess-Defiler can’t escape. Let her go.”

I shook my head.

“Bart, she’s one of us!”

“No, she isn’t,” Palmyra said. “She is a relic of a hard, brutal time, a product of humanity’s terror. She can never be anything but a monster, Mathew. All the things she’s done lately were watered-down versions of what she’d do with ultimate power. It was only the stabilising effect of Namia Sutton’s human Soul that kept her from real mass slaughter. She doesn’t even have that limiter anymore. Please stop.”

“If we let her get taken, how are we any better?!”

I started preparing a Spell.

I just needed line of sight, and I still had that. She was nearly inside the Gate, and then there would be nothing I could do...

Kron arrived.

She dropped her helmet to the ground and looked me right in the eyes.

God, there was such sadness there, such regret, that I stopped cold.

She smiled tightly. The message in those eyes was simple: she understood what I was going through, but I had to stop anyway. Humanity comes first. Always. No matter what it costs us personally.

Damn her for being right. Ankiala would destroy us if she could; one way or another. Civilisation as we knew it would end. Freedom would cease. And that would all happen unless I manned-up and did what was necessary: nothing.

I slumped.

Kron put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently. She nodded at the others and they let me go. Kron stood next to me and we watched as the last trace of Ankiala vanished through the rift, screaming out her rage and hate all the while.

The tentacles and limbs remained after the sound vanished, sliding out further, questing for more meat, the aperture getting larger, claws and growths pulling at the edges...

Kron tossed a Spell that ripped the Gateway apart, causing it to close with a snap, leaving wriggling lengths of flesh for Wardens to burn. Hopkins was quick off the mark and started smoothing out the Space underneath, repairing the damage to our reality.

Ankiala was gone.

It was over, we’d won.

Though it sure didn’t feel like that to me.

Kron sighed. “I swear, we leave you alone for one minute,” she said, elbowing me.

“Oh, ha, ha! It was two, long months!” I replied, turning towards her. “And of all the ways to deal with an explosion, you pick that one?!”

“I’ll admit, it was an imperfect solution, but everything worked out,” she said airily, sticking her nose in the air. “Just as I planned.”

“Just as you planned—my left buttock!”

“Let me have this one, Graves, I’ve had a day.”

I muttered, glaring. “Fine. This one time. Because you get grumpy when you’re woken up early.”

“You’ve been under a tiny amount of stress, so I’m going to let that one go.”

“Fought off an apocalyptic monster on my own, thought I was going to die... ‘tiny’ sounds about right.”

“You call that apocalyptic? We’ve been spoiling you. This is a slow Tuesday for me.”

I glared harder. She smirked.

Hopkins arrived before I could come up with a reply.

She popped through a Portal and yanked me into a hug, driving the wind out of me (she was wearing some sort of armour under her robe).

“Idiot!” she said once she’d let me go.

I sighed. “Regarding?”

“Where do I start?! We didn’t have time for a full briefing before we had to scramble to come and save you, but so far I’ve heard that you fought three wars, went head to head with an Archon five times, let yourself get tricked repeatedly and went off to face a Defiler Queen on your own.”

Cassandra started to snigger again.

“Um...”

“Well?” Hopkins asked, hands on hips.

“In my defence, the planet is still here and mostly in one piece. So it can’t have gone that badly.”

Killian, Kron, Palmyra and Hopkins looked at each other.

“There is that,” Kron said sagely.

I smiled smugly.

“You still let Ankiala pull one over on you, though.”

“I made one tiny mistake based on faulty information.”

“A mistake that let a monster have her way with your... everything. Technically, she won,” Hopkins said helpfully.

“For about five minutes,” I pointed out. “I had her right where I wanted her.”

“Sure you did,” Palmyra said, patting my head.

I harrumphed.

“Come on, Graves,” Kron said, opening a Portal and gesturing me forward. “You can offer up some suitable excuses as to why you nearly broke the planet.”

“Save the Archons, they said, they’ll make life easier, they said,” I grumbled as I preceded her through the aperture...

And into a dark chamber.

It was octagonal, made of a black stone. There was a bed against one wall, a shelf of books against another, a loo and shower module next to a third and a sitting area near a fourth. It looked rather comfortable, actually, but it was far from big enough for a meeting.

“Van, I think you may have opened the wrong Portal,” I said with a grin, turning around.

She stepped through after me.

“About that...” Kron said, looking distinctly sheepish.

My Signet pulsed gently, hard at work neutralising some pretty potent draining Enchantments. I hadn’t released Mage Sight, so identifying the truly staggering number of Spelleaters and Wards in the walls wasn’t hard. There were enough of them to neutralise Kron’s powers. Twice over.

The Portal closed.

“You and I need to talk,” she finished.




Chapter 89



“About?” I asked, crossing my arms and narrowing my eyes at her.

“Don’t get in a mood, Graves, this isn’t as bad as it looks.”

She was, at least, doing me the courtesy of not beating about the bush.

“It looks pretty bad, Van!”

“If you are who I think you are, then this will all be over in an hour; two tops. I go back to the others, we finish the cleanup, then we come back here and inspect you for... anything potentially concerning. I won’t lie, it’s not going to be fun, but think about it from our perspective for a second.”

I sighed and rubbed my eyes.

She did have a point. Touched by the Defilers, throwing around Black Magic like their worst nightmare come to life...

“Still, rather dickish,” I complained.

“If you are the man I know, you’d have come here if I asked, but if you’re not...”

“Then you’d have had a problem getting me in here, I get it. I’m just not all that happy about it.”

She smiled.

“Two hours at the most, then we’ll sort all this out, I promise. You won’t be in here an instant longer than you have to be.”

That was quite true. I suppose I could have told her about my signet, but that wouldn’t have been anywhere near as funny... or as comeuppance-y as I preferred.

“No more cakes for you,” I said instead.

“Sure, that’ll have me rushing back,” she replied before backing through a new Portal, leaving me alone.

I sighed, smiled and stepped into the Shadow Realm.

Finding Israel again was a little complicated, but I got there in a few minutes.

I slipped in close to the loudest voices. Cassandra’s was the most prominent, but there were quite a few others, too.

“You let him go and you let him go now!” she snarled.

“Calm down, Captain, if Mathew understands the necessity, surely you can as well.”

“He fought for you, he bled for you, he freed you! Doesn’t he deserve the benefit of some doubt?!”

“Even if he wasn’t an Archon of the Black, which he is, let’s not forget, he’s also tainted, Vallaincourt. By the Defilers,” Kron replied. “A little caution is no bad thing and it’s for a few hours at most, do calm down.”

“Calm down?! You stuffed my charge in a hole!” Cassandra protested, still fighting my corner. God, she was a good friend. There weren’t many who’d stand toe to toe with Kron like that.

I slipped from the Realm after covering myself in Illusions and making sure to pull in all my emissions so I wouldn’t be detected. I flew over to them and landed next to Hopkins, who wasn’t looking any happier than the rest of them.

I could feel their guilt and their shame. They felt terrible about what they’d done to me. I was looking forward to using this moment ruthlessly in future arguments.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Kron barked, getting grumpy because she knew she was on the bad side of this argument. Alas, not the wrong side, even I could see that. “He’s going to be fine!”

“Locked up, all alone, thinking his closest friends and family conspired to toss him away like trash?! Yes, I’m sure Mathew Graves will be just laughing the time away, no homicidal plotting at all,” Demise snapped.

“They have a point, Grandmother,” Orpheus said. “This is wrong.”

Huh. Wouldn’t have put money on that one...

“Orpheus,” Palmyra said. “We don’t want this any more than you do. But we have to be sure he’s still the Mathew we know and love.”

“Then ask us!” Cassandra snapped. “Who would know better than us?!”

“His closest friends and family? The ones who live under the same roof as the most powerful Telepath alive? Really want me to answer that?” Kron replied.

Ooh, fair point, actually...

“He would never alter our minds without permission!” Cassandra said.

“Mathew Graves wouldn’t, no,” Kron replied. “That’s my point; we don’t know who this is! How many men do you know who’ve even touched the Black without it scrambling their eggs? Much less use it on the scale we just saw? That would be enough of a worry without the rest. There could be any number of terrible things wrong with him. Gods, it could be Rerek under a Black-fuelled Illusion for all we bloody know! And until we do, he’s staying in that chamber.”

Oh no he wasn’t...

“This is wrong, my Lady,” Cassandra said. “He may never forgive this. And I wouldn’t blame him. He has a real thing for betrayal, for rather obvious damned reasons.”

I let my Illusion slowly drift away and nodded along with Cassandra’s words.

“So true,” I said levelly. “I may never trust again.”

“Thank you!” Cassandra said.

She blinked.

Everyone froze. Except for my people, Orpheus among them; they sagged in relief.

The rest were visibly terrified.

“And... that’s my screensaver,” I said, projecting an Illusion of their shocked faces above my hand. “I think I shall call it... four stunned guppies.”

As bloody usual, Kron got there first. She touched her Signet, closing her eyes. My own ring warmed in response to whatever she was doing.

I grinned. Kron sighed, then gave me a truly evil look.

“Well, thank you very much, you little turd! You could have just told me!”

I projected the Illusion again. She went red, then turned to the others.

“His Signet.” She said it simply. A pronouncement.

She understood the significance of the ring unlocking its powers for me.

The others winced too, before doing the same thing she had. My Signet warmed again, and they relaxed before starting to look really sheepish.

“We’re sorry, Graves,” Hopkins said. “But it had to be done.”

“I get it,” I said, “but there must be terrible revenge. Prepare yourselves.”

“Not funny, Graves,” Killian replied.

I rubbed my hands together menacingly, chuckling darkly as I looked from one to another.

“Ugh, you are such a dick,” Palmyra said before dragging me into another hug, yet again driving the air out of me, which was starting to get painful. Hopkins joined the pile and I felt her tears on my cheek.

“Don’t think groping me is going to spare either of you, I was thoroughly distraught!”

“Oh no you weren’t, you big drama queen!” Palmyra sobbed, thumping me in the side.

Oh, I’d missed them...

“If you’re quite done with your female nonsense, we do have a government to put back together,” Killian said with a sigh.

“Female what?” Kron growled, giving him the side-eye.

“Like you weren’t thinking the same thing!”

“Not the point!”

I sniggered and was released.

“You’ll forgive me if I beg off the politics? I think it’s probably best if I stay out of the way for a while,” I said.

“Why?” Kron asked, eyes narrow.

I’d hoped she wouldn’t ask. I didn’t have a good answer.

“Um...” I managed.

“Nice try, Graves,” she said.

“Apparently not nice enough!”

They shook their heads.

“Go rest, we’ll be touring the national Conclaves starting tomorrow.”

“I want to go back in the hole...”

“Not even as a joke, Graves!” Cassandra snapped. “I nearly had an incident!”

“Sorry, sorry,” I said, still smiling. “You’ll understand if I make my own Portal, this time?”

“Ha, ha,” Kron said before turning around and stomping back towards the shore. Killian patted my shoulder and followed suit along with Hopkins. Palmyra grinned and took to the sky, patrolling for anything that might still be moving. I turned to my friends.

I was quickly squashed by Cassandra, who yanked me in close.

“You alright?” she asked, pulling back to look me over.

“I’m fine.”

“I didn’t know, Graves, I swear,” Orpheus said.

“I know,” I said with a shrug. “But it’s not like they didn’t have a right to be worried.”

“I... I don’t know what to say,” he replied.

I patted his shoulder.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “I’ve had enough of the desert for a while.”

I opened a Portal back to Clarion.

My Wardens dispersed and I sagged in relief. I was still a little too amped up for bed, so I went to my garden. Tethys found me there a little later as I was dozing on a bench. She was in her night things, wrapped up in a dressing gown, her hair tucked into a bun.

I smiled. She could make a burlap sack sexy (and had, one memorable Halloween...), but I always thought she was at her loveliest when she was in her most comfortable clothes, not trying, not selecting her outfits for a particular reason, just... being.

She smiled back and tucked herself in under my arm.

“Cass told me what happened,” she said.

I nodded.

“I was going to, but it was still a little fresh,” I said with a shudder. Ankiala’s fate wasn’t one I enjoyed recollecting.

“I get it,” she said gently, wrapping a warm arm around my chest.

We sat for a while, enjoying the quiet.

“We did it,” I said. “We actually put Humpty Dumpty back together.”

She squeezed me a little tighter. “By the skin of your teeth!”

I kissed her cheek and she smirked back.

“So, what now?” she asked.

“I’d like a bit of peace and quiet,” I said sincerely. “And if I never see the inside of a Conclave again, that would be nice, too.”

“I bought us another tropical island. Peace and quiet central.”

“Sounds good to me. I just have a bit of political nonsense to deal with and a couple of debts to repay first.”

“Debts to friends or debts to people who ‘have something coming’?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

I chuckled.

“Friends. One in particular.”

“Anything you need?”

“Just time.”

“Well, with any luck at all, we should have a little of that, at least.”

“You had to jinx it, didn’t you?”

“Succubus. Had to.”

I grinned and kissed her gently.

No matter what the future held, at least I had her, Cassandra, Demise and all the rest.

And if there was one thing this mess had taught me, it was that I had friends and family; people I could rely on completely, through thick and thin.

People who’d stuck by me when they didn’t have to.

I would find a way to do right by them, one way or another.




Epilogue

After the tour of the Conclaves, which was interminable,
I was in with Mira for the better part of a week, poring through vast reams of data so that I could understand the issue I was planning to tackle.

She had a Spell that did exactly what I needed and more for the aftermath, but I wanted to make sure that I understood as much as I possibly could so that I could fix any problems that might arise.

While I was busy with that, the other Archons were reasserting their authority in their individual territories. Killian had the most work to do. His entire continent was a mess that required more than a stern word to get back into shape.

Kron was a bit miffed that I wasn’t doing the same with Europe, which was now rather firmly my territory for some damned reason, but she understood when I told her what I was up to and even helped cover for me.

As much as I’d like to say things were returning to normal, Behemoth and Leviathan had changed things. The Pureborn government of Portugal had been rumbling quietly for the last two months over the presence of world-ending monsters and the implications for the human race as a whole. Most of the other governments were able to dismiss it as a one-off, an aberration that was soon dealt with, at least until Israel joined the discussion. They told stories about creatures destroying the Dead Sea and rearranging the landscape.

At least they didn’t have footage to back it up. With the resources of all five Archons fully deployed, we were able to be more careful about the cover-up this time.

Still, things were different. The rest of the world had been made aware of the dangers that hid in the dark, and human beings, as a species, didn’t take to such things very well.

It was localised at the moment, confined to certain dimly-lit, bureaucratic rooms, but the ramifications were being discussed; quietly for now, but that discussion was getting louder. Conclaves were doing their best to contain the issue, but it was out there, now (thanks to many of them helping Rerek’s P.R. campaign, incidentally).

There were monsters. The worst of our fears were real. It was one thing to learn about Vampires, Werewolves and Ghouls, all of whom were regulated and mostly law-abiding. Something like Leviathan? Different thing, entirely.

I just had to hope that things would settle down before anyone did something drastic.

Eight days after Leviathan was destroyed, I made an appointment and arrived at Hellstrom’s office in the mid-afternoon of the next day.

“Graves, you’re alive!” she said with a smile, standing to come and shake my hand.

“Ha, ha,” I said dryly as she guided me to the sofa.

“You laugh, but after everything that happened, people are beginning to talk about your being absent from Archon group-appearances after the tour. They’re worried.”

I shrugged.

“I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me what you’ve been up to?”

“Indeed I would,” I said with a smile. “It involved repaying a small measure of the debt I owe you.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” she said firmly. “I did what was best; no more, no less.”

“Maybe. But I still wish to do something for you.”

“I suddenly feel as if I don’t have enough insurance...”

“Still?!”

She laughed. “What did you have in mind?”

“I don’t wish to get your hopes up... but can you get me into the facility where they’re keeping your son?” I asked as gently as I could.

She paused, going still; then started weaving slightly in her seat. Enough that I put a hand on her arm to steady her.

“Darius?” she whispered. “You... you think you can help him?”

I nodded.

“If you have a slightly more expendable Shaadre, I’ll try him first, to be sure, but yes. I have a Spell. Several, in fact.”

Well, Mira had. I’d simply committed each to memory and practiced them obsessively until I knew them like I knew the back of my own eyelids.

She nodded quickly and darted to her feet, only to fall back on her bottom, now shaking from head to toe.

“Take a minute. I’m in no hurry,” I said.

“Well I am!” she said.

She wrapped herself in Will and ran for the door.

I smiled.




Afterword

Thanks for reading Defiler’s Curse!

That’s the end of the Descent Cycle. We have a Black Archon, now; something we’ve been working towards more or less since the first book. I hope that this part of the journey had a satisfying conclusion.

Having said that, allow me to reassure you that this is not the end, there are more stories to come, Mathew will be back, and I hope that I’ll see you in the next one.

For those who thought I was going to leave you on a nasty cliff-hanger in the chamber there... gotcha. For those who saw my trickery coming: I’ll get you next time!

To all of you who stuck with me this far, please accept my sincere thanks. I wouldn’t be able to do this without your support.

If you enjoyed my work, and you have a spare moment, I would greatly appreciate a review. If you have any questions or comments, please feel free to contact me at: hdaroberts@gmail.com.

Until next time!
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