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            Monday 05:55

          

        

      

    

    
      The Oasis. The ground was brown and parched; the air shimmered with a heat I couldn’t feel; a wall of flame towered into the sky so high I could see no end.

      The Oasis. The section of Brimstone that the powerful fire elemental known as Uro had claimed as his own by surrounding it with a giant fiery shield wall.

      The Oasis. Although it existed in a different dimension, it was more familiar than almost anywhere else I knew. Although I had never physically been there, in my dreams I came each and every night; although uninhabitable and bleakly inhospitable to anyone from my world, it had begun to feel like home.

      As I always did when I entered the dream, I walked away from the Shield toward the center of Uro’s domain. As she always did, Sash waited for me. This time, though, she didn’t return my smile; she looked different, more unsettled.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It can’t go on,” she said, casting her eyes downward. “This isn’t right. This isn’t normal.”

      It was hard to disagree with that. Sash, the girl who I’d killed, returning nightly in my dreams. How could it be right? How could it be normal? Yet, I did disagree. “It has to go on.” I didn’t go to sleep each time striving to arrive at the Oasis. Yet I always came here. “And it is better this way.” I looked forward to meeting her. It wasn’t like a normal recurring dream where exactly the same thing happened each time. Sash and I chatted with each other. I couldn’t always remember the exact conversations the next morning, but I always woke with the warmth of a connection shared. What was the alternative? To, instead, have recurring nightmares about the moment her body hit the ground with a cold thud?

      She tilted her gaze upward, looking straight at me. “You know I’m not alive.”

      I shook my head. “I know I killed you. But I don’t believe that you are truly dead.” I looked beyond Sash at the distant wall of fire. “The Oasis and the Shield exist, and I learned about them through this dream. That means this can’t just be just my imagination. Right? That means you aren’t just dead.”

      Sash shook her head. “Wrong. The best lies are wrapped in truth.”

      My mouth felt dry, and I fought a compulsion to turn and run from her. But I had to face this. “What is this so?” I threw my hands wide to indicate my surroundings. “And who are you if not her?”

      “I am your own projection of her,” Sash said. “Your own thoughts, your own memories, keeping me alive in this dream because you are unwilling to let go.”

      “I don’t believe that.” I didn’t want to hear it, at least. “We have talked countless times. Why haven’t you told me this before?”

      “Perhaps you are finally ready to come to terms with my death.”

      “Clearly, I’m not.”

      “At least you are ready to start,” she said. “I should go.” She turned away.

      “No, don’t. Wait.”

      She half turned back. “You can’t dwell on the past,” she said. “You did what you thought you had to at the time. There comes a time to move on.”

      “Do you forgive me?”

      “As Sash, I can’t forgive you,” she said. “It would be a lie. I’m your own thoughts, remember.”

      “Still, it would help me.”

      “A ghost can’t return and fix everything for you—that’s not how things work. Can you forgive yourself? That’s something only you can figure out.”

      “Can the rest of the world forgive me?” Since killing Sash, I’d also stripped fire sentinels all over the world of their power. “Or maybe it’s not about forgiveness; maybe I have to pay for my sins.”

      “Making something right is the only true way to pay for having done wrong.” Sash turned fully away from me, and began to walk. My gut clenched, and I raised my arm, wanting to call her back. I didn’t say anything but willed her to turn around.

      And she did hesitate then turn. “Since we aren’t going to see each other again,” she said, “I have a last request.”

      “We aren’t?” I let my arm fall to my side. “Are you sure?”

      “Give Uro a chance,” Sash said. “Don’t reject what he has to say until you’ve listened to him.”

      “Why would you ask that?” And if Sash was a projection of own thoughts, why would I ask that of myself.

      “You’ll understand in time.” She gave a smile that was half-sorrowful, half-I-didn’t-know-what. “At least, I hope so.” She resumed walking away.

      In the shimmering air, my view of her faded away, then reappeared. Then I saw only air and fire. I caught a final flash of her shoulders and the back of her head. Then she was completely gone.

      I fell to my knees.

      My eyes popped open, and I sucked in a quick gasp. I didn’t move to get up. I waited for the memories of the fire walls and the shimmering air to fade away, allowed myself to fully ground myself into the reality that I was actually lying in small bed in a single roomed cabin.

      Several blankets were draped over me. A wood fire in the evenings was the only form of heating, and the nights were cold, especially when it was windy because the windows and door did a poor job of keeping out drafts. From the amount of light in the room, I estimated dawn was close. Once I’d become accustomed to the rhythms of living out in the wilderness, sunrise had become the natural start to my day. I pushed off the blankets and quickly dressed in the morning chill. I crossed the room, picked up my boots from where they stood by the door, then I stepped out onto the porch and put them on. I stamped my feet to warm them.

      Although most of my conversations with Sash had drifted from my mind before I was fully awake, this one remained seared in my brain. I replayed it in my mind several times until the chill forced me to move. I started out unsure of where I was heading until my feet guided me onto a path that wound upward. As my eyes adjusted to the dimness, I increased my pace, only to slow again when I entered a cluster of trees.

      I broke out of the tree line just as the first glimmers of sunlight were emerging from behind the distant peaks. I sped up, deciding I wanted to get to the highest point of the ridge in time for sunrise. I kept increasing my speed until I was moving faster than humanly possible, a spurious use of my sentinel powers. The ground moved below me in a dark blur. It was both reckless and exhilarating to race against the sun like this for no good reason. Reaching the ridge, I turned to sprint along it until I came to the highest point. I then came to a sudden stop and gazed out across the lake. Although my breath came fast, I didn’t need to gasp for oxygen. A thin layer of sweat coated my skin. My heart beat strongly in my chest, and blood pumped through my body. The earlier cold was long forgotten.

      A nimbus of orange light outlined the top of dark and distant mountains. The low sun sent a thick spear of red light reflecting along the surface of the lake. My chest tightened. It was just the play of light across the water, but, in that moment, I saw the sun wielding a fire spear, aiming it at my heart. A moment later, and that image was gone, banished into part of my mind that conjured ridiculous fancies.

      I’ve seen this episode too many times, Jerome thought. Sunrise over lake. Pretty, but it has little rewatchability. Nothing much happens. Certainly not worth breaking into a sweat for.

      Can’t put a price the sense of tranquility and serenity it brings, I thought, referring to previous sunrises. This morning had been different; this morning, the sun aimed a fiery weapon toward at my heart.

      Jerome, the elemental who resided my barbed wire necklace, usually only had something to say when he wanted to mock me. Most of the time I didn’t much like Jerome, but I had to make the best of it. Out here, it was nice to occasionally hear another voice, even if it was him.

      Hey, it’s not my choice you went back on your deal to find me a body, Jerome thought. Not like I want to be stuck here.

      Annoyingly, I couldn’t block him from reading my thoughts. Jerome never used his ability of knowing what was in my head for anything useful, it seemed. He could follow my dreams, so he should have been able to tell me that Sash was just a manifestation of my thoughts. Did you know? I asked.

      Of course. Only an idiot wouldn’t. She’s dead, fool.

      Why, Jerome? I thought. Why didn’t you tell me?

      It kept you happy, he thought. It gets pretty unbearable inside your head when you get depressed.

      There must be more to it. It couldn’t all be self-delusion. I turned away from the sunrise and started back the way I had come, running the scenario from the dream through my head once more. Why would I encourage myself to listen to Uro? The powerful fire elemental had been an enemy from the start, probably my greatest enemy. It had been he who had been manipulating Sash, forcing us into conflict against one another.

      My hand fell to my hip pocket, checking for the smartphone that I knew wasn’t there. A phone wasn’t an everyday item for me anymore; not a single soul knew my number. I only used it for learning how to survive in the wilderness. Each time I had logged on, I had avoided any site that might have news and gone straight for YouTube videos and how-to articles about spearfishing, setting traps, and skinning deer.

      The world could be on fire for all I knew. Was that was what the sunset had been trying to tell me? I shook my head and started back down the trail through the trees. I had avoided finding out what was going on in the world because I didn’t want to be tempted back into the fight. From the moment my powers manifested themselves, everything I had done had gone wrong. The best thing I could do for myself, for my friends, and for the world was to stay the hell away. That had been true before I became the last fire sentinel, and it was doubly true since.

      Arriving back down to level ground, I came to a stop and glanced around. The cabin I had lived in for the last six months was small but study, built from thick logs. The roof extended several paces over the front of it to give a porch area, used to store the firewood which was currently stacked so high that the top of the piles were hidden under the eaves.

      The cabin had been there when I first arrived, of course, but much else was changed, improved. Leaning against the stacked firewood was a pair of hand-carved harpoons, their tips green with algae residue. Against the back wall, a lean-to shelter had been constructed. The shelter was draped with animal skins, and inside hanging from the ceiling were the carcasses of varied types of local wildlife.

      Despite my time spent in the Oasis, I hadn’t just been living in my dreams and ignoring reality since I’d left Lusteer. I had learned what I needed to survive, to prosper even, away from civilization. Although I’d used my sentinel powers occasionally—giving me a burst of speed when hunting, or providing me the strength to carry a full deer back from a distant valley—I’d used that power less and less as time went by. The achievement of eking out a life for myself in these woods, if it was an achievement, was all me. It wasn’t the sentinel power.

      Still, even that felt empty. I cast a glance around once more. Had I felt so disheartened about my life yesterday? I thought not. Despite being alone, I had thought myself to have been happy with my day-to-day living. It didn’t provide an exuberant joy, but rather a quiet contentment.

      However, as I gained expertise, life had become easier, and, paradoxically, the less I had to struggle to battle the elements and hunger, the less satisfaction each new day brought. Each sunset I experienced was a little less awe-inspiring, a little less thrilling. Perhaps Sash’s revelation was just the trigger for these new feelings, not the cause.

      I craved the new, the unexpected.

      I had planned on spending the day fishing, but with no immediate need for food, my feet had only taken a few steps toward the harpoons and nets, when I instead returned to the cabin. Without removing my boots, I crossed the room and pulled my smartphone out of a drawer and switched it on. While I waited impatiently for the phone to boot up, I scowled at the trail of mud I’d just left on the floor. Still, I made no move to remove my boots. I launched the browser, and typed in ‘Lusteer latest news,’ and clicked search.

      A broken icon appeared. Which wasn’t in the least surprising because I could never get a signal inside the cabin. I needed to ascend back up to the ridge. I was halfway out the door when I came to a sudden stop, realizing that I would need phone credit in addition to a signal. I wasn’t thinking at all that morning. The wisest option was to forget this impulse and spend the day spear fishing.

      Instead, I pocketed my phone and walked to the pickup truck. The door was slightly stuck, and I had to use a little extra force to get it open. I turned the key. Nothing happened. Beelzebub. When Danny had bought the truck for me, he’d told me that it’d treat me well if I treated it well. Instead, I’d left it sitting unused out in the cold and rain for weeks at a time.

      I tried again, pumping the gas. It gave a little whine. “Go on, you beauty,” I told it. “You have this.” I turned the key once more. The pickup gave a little cough, and it spluttered. I slammed down on the gas, and the engine fired into life.

      I did a wide turn, directing the pickup down the dirt track that led away from the lake. It bumped and jolted along for a few hundred yards, then the track merged with a gravel road and, after several winding miles, I reached tarmac.

      The nearest shop, a mile further on, was attached to a rundown petrol station. I was planning on driving on, choosing a shop further from the lake cabin, but, impulsively, I pulled in. Previously, I had tended to choose shops farther away rather than close while avoiding buying provisions at the same place twice.

      The door dinged as I entered. The shop clerk looked up from where he sat behind the counter, scowled, then returned his attention to the TV in the corner. I started down the first aisle. Although I had come to top up my mobile with data, I decided to stock up while I had the chance.

      Please don’t buy any beans, Jerome thought.

      I don’t think I need beans. Still dozens of cans uneaten.

      Well, throw out those when we go back and don’t buy any more. We’ve already eaten many lifetime’s worth since we arrived.

      There is no we. You haven’t eaten anything, Jerome.

      I still experience the taste and feel the sensation of cold beans congealing inside your mouth while you chew.

      I shuddered. Sometimes having the elemental sharing my head was bearable, other times it was annoying. And occasionally it was downright creepy.

      The shelves were rather bare, and I wasn’t sure if it was the poor lighting, or the thin layer of dust, but nothing looked particularly appetizing. To spite Jerome, I made a beeline straight for the row of beans on a high shelf, and I was reaching for a can when something made me turn around. My gaze was drawn toward the TV. On screen was a distant view of skyscrapers with a dark shadow flickering past the tops of them. The shadow was just a smudge, but considering the size of the buildings, whatever it was had to be huge.

      I stepped closer to the TV, then closer still. As the camera zoomed in, the creature came into focus. A long neck stretched forward and wide wings angled backward as it dived. Red and yellow scales glittered.

      The icon in the corner showed that I was watching network news. Even so, I should have thought it was from a clip a movie. I should have assumed that such a scene could only be computer generated fakery—perhaps a trailer from a big budget fantasy adaptation.

      But I recognized the outline of skyscrapers that the beast flew past. And, though it was impossible to know for sure, I knew exactly what I was seeing.

      Connor Duffy had finally returned to Lusteer.

      And he was a dragon.
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      Connor Duffy.

      I’d heard that he was become something greater, a figure that the denizens of Brimstone could rally around; I’d been warned he’d return to Lusteer. This though. I shook my head. He’d become a bloody dragon.

      The worse thing was that it was my fault. Duffy was a crooked policeman who had occasionally come to my aid, though he was usually serving himself in some way. After defeating Yarley, the fire sorcerer, I had become possessed by three elementals, and, in the chaos of the battle, I had dispelled them from myself, sending them into Duffy.

      I refocused on the screen, watching as the dragon swooped lower. The camera lost him for a moment, zooming out until it caught Duffy flying low over an estate of double-story houses. The ordinariness of the houses highlighted the absurd impossibility of what I was seeing. A Beelzebub-blasted dragon in the real world.

      With the dragon outpacing the zoom, it disappeared into the distance. After a cut, video from a different camera appeared on screen. It showed Duffy circling above the JC prison complex. Whereas the previous camera feed appeared to come from a media helicopter, this one came from ground level, and from the quality and jumpiness it was most likely taken by a cameraphone. As the prison was designed to hold supernaturals, much of it was made from titanium, the metal which blocked power from Brimstone, but, of course, that didn’t affect Duffy flying above it. I didn’t have much time to wonder what had drawn Duffy to the prison before he opened his mouth and aimed a stream of fire at the nearest buildings.

      I stepped closer still, my mouth hinging open. Duffy didn’t just look like a dragon, he could breathe fire like the dragons of legend; though, considering the fire elementals inside him, perhaps it shouldn’t have been that surprising. Still, I had never seen magic capable of that amount of devastation, not on Earth at least. Then again I’d never seen any supernatural as big as Duffy had become. With several buildings engulfed in flame, the dragon swept upward, twisted around, then returned to blast another part of the prison with his fiery breath. I watched, horrified. Surely no one was inside.

      Please let no one be inside, I thought. Just before I’d left Lusteer, I’d broken in to the JC and ended up releasing many of the prisoners, and I could only hope that the prison had remained dormant since.

      “Don’t piss on the floor.”

      “Excuse me.” I dragged my attention away from the TV.

      The clerk smirked. He was a young man, barely twenty, long-limbed, with a thin acne-scarred face. He wore a denim jacket, and a straggly goatee clung to the underside of his chin. “You’ve the look of a man who has lost control of his faculties,” he said.

      I took a sudden stride toward him, his snooty attitude grating on me. The clerk snapped his hand under the counter; he was clearly the type who liked to back up his insults with a sneaky grip on a hidden weapon.

      Being a fire sentinel meant I wasn’t afraid of whatever weapon the clerk could spring on me. However, with the Sentinel Order searching for me, likely with kill-on-sight orders, I couldn’t reveal myself—despite all my powers, I had to act the weakling. I shuffled backward a few steps, and the clerk returned his hand onto the top of the counter, a smirk on his face.

      “You aren’t shocked by what’s on the news.” I gestured toward the screen, though the channel had already switched to an ad break.

      “The first time I saw it, maybe, a little bit.” The clerk brayed a half-laugh. “It’s been shown every day for months. You’d have to be from the Stone Age not to have seen it by now.” He sneered. “From the looks of you, perhaps you are.”

      I looked down at myself, only then realizing the state I in was in. My clothes were torn, the backs of my hands were streaked with mud, and my beard smelled of rotting wood. “Do you sell credit for phones?” The wilderness could get you dirty, but only civilization could make you feel dirty.

      “Didn’t know that Neanderthals used the internet,” the clerk said. “Though I guess everyone has needs.” He leered at me; holy hell, he was obnoxious. “How much credit do you want?” he asked. “Which network?”

      Before I had a chance to reply, my attention was drawn back to the TV, triggered by hearing a name I recognized—Caroline Black.

      The screen showed a deserted alleyway. “Caroline Black is hidden deep inside the bowels of the city and speaking to you at great personal risk,” a voiceover said.

      Caroline Black emerged from the shadows, looked one way then the other before skittishly approaching the camera. Though she was plainly dressed in blue jeans and a beige sweater, she wore makeup and her slightly askew hair had an artful rather than a careless look about it.

      “What can you tell us about the latest events?” the newscaster asked.

      “The only events are a continual crushing of people’s spirits. They cry out for hope,” Caroline said. “The people in Lusteer desperately need saving, and the national government refuses to answer our call. It’s been over four months since the beast flew into the city and destroyed the shade prison simply to demonstrate his power. Four months. One hundred and twenty five days.”

      “As you know, there have been threats—”

      “All I know is that it’s blatant cowardice to allow this great country to be cowed in this way. If our current leaders do not have what it takes to act in this moment of crisis, they should step aside and allow—”

      The sound cut off and the screen went black.

      I looked back at the clerk, who had the remote pointed at the TV. “I hate that woman,” he said. “I’ve no idea why they keep putting her on. She always repeats the same spiel in a different way. How is it news to hear the same woman bitching about the same thing each day? If I wanted that, I’d get married.” He gave me a greasy smile. “Am I right?”

      “The prison, was there anyone inside?” I asked. “When D— When the dragon did what he did?”

      The clerk shrugged. “I notice you call the dragon a ‘he’.” His eyes narrowed. “Most refer to the creature as an it.”

      “I presume there’s some kind of intelligence behind the scales. And I didn’t take it as a she.”

      “She. Yeah, right.” The clerk sniggered. “If you want to know the truth”—He cast a quick glance around the empty store, then leaned closed to me, lowering his voice—“The real truth. You won’t find it on those propaganda networks.” The clerk picked up a remote and the numbers 703 appeared briefly on screen, then the channel changed. I immediately recognized the icon in the corner of the screen which was made up of the letters LNN with the L lengthened so that the bottom of it underlined the two Ns.

      “Why do you have the Lusteer News Network this far from Lusteer?” I asked.

      “It’s the Liberty News Network, dope,” the clerk said.

      “Oh.” They must have changed the name while keeping the same icon. The destruction of the prison was not the only change that had happened to Lusteer while I had been away.

      The channel showed an aged man with a microphone, his jet-black hair blowing in fierce gusts of wind. It took me a moment to place him. It was Fred Hanson, who’d been one of the main faces of the Lusteer News up until recently.

      “This is where Lusteer’s savior landed on that great day several months ago,” Fred said. “Here, on top of the tallest skyscraper in the city, he shot fire into the night sky and in that moment, the city was forever changed. It was the day that Lusteer was liberated. If you are watching from another part of the country, then know that you are not forgotten and your day will come.” Fred Hanson took several steps back and gestured to his left. “As you can imagine, the top of Verge Tower was not dragon accessible at that time.” The camera zoomed back to show that a large section of roof had recently been smashed through. Patches of concrete repaired the sides of the hole, and a metal frame had been installed with a transparent covering fitted to it. Effectively, a giant skylight had been added to the hotel. “Of course, the world is accessible to those powerful enough,” Fred continued. “And if we have to remake the world so that it better suits them, then so be.”

      Fred moved closer to the skylight, which had been tilted to the side. A makeshift but sturdy ramp had been installed, leading down into a large chamber which had clearly been formed by the removal of several floors and many walls. Fred passed through the skylight and started down the giant ramp. “I’ve been invited to show you into the inner sanctum. The dragon is presently sleeping, but, when awake, this place is where he invites the rulers of Lusteer to consult with him.”

      The sound went out, and I looked up to see that the clerk had muted the sound. “Liberty News is available countrywide for those who no longer want to remain blind,” he said. “Change is coming to the world; a blizzard is coming. It’s better to be part of the blizzard than be blown down by it.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      The clerk stretched his neck, tilting his chin upward, then looked me up and down. “You an expert now? A minute ago, you didn’t know dragon-fire from bad breath.”

      Despite an urge to strangle the kid, I kept my voice calm. I wanted to keep him talking. “How do you become part of the blizzard?”

      He lowered his voice. “Have you heard of LiSS?”

      I shook my head though it did sound vaguely familiar. Then, I remembered something. “You mean LuSS? The Lusteer Shade Society?”

      “Are you from Lusteer?”

      I shook my head again, lowering my gaze. I had said too much.

      “You have the city on your brain,” the clerk said. “LiSS is the Liberty Shade Society and they have chapters throughout the country. The prophet didn’t just come to save Lusteer, you know; he’s here to free the world. That’s just where he decided to start.”

      “Prophet. Him? Yeah, right.” I snorted. Duffy turning into a fire breathing dragon was more plausible than him turning into a religious figurehead.

      I looked up to see the clerk studying me. “Who are you?”

      “I’m nobody.” I turned and headed for the exit.

      “Wait, come back!”

      I pushed out through the door, letting it crash closed behind me. At the pickup, I looked back. Through the glass door, I could see the clerk waving something in my direction. The phone credit, I realized. After all that, I had forgotten to buy it.

      Well, I wasn’t going back. I climbed into the pickup. The engine roared to life with the first turn of the key. I drove to the road, then paused, uncertain of which direction I was going.

      You can’t go back to the cabin, Jerome thought. Knowing what you know?

      I squeezed the steering wheel, and my knuckles whitened. I shouldn’t have tried to find out what was going on. Knowing that my home had been terrorized—was still being terrorized—made doing nothing harder.

      Harder didn’t mean impossible. I just had to know that what I was doing was right, and I had to be strong.

      I remembered Pete. His death wasn’t on my hands, but I hadn’t been able to keep him safe. And he would never have been in that situation—he’d never have gotten involved in the fight, never been in danger, if it hadn’t been for me.

      Thinking that Jo might not be safe felt like hot acid in my stomach. But if I went back to Lusteer, I’d only be bringing more danger with me.

      I had to be strong.

      I turned the steering wheel and pressed on the gas, directing the pickup back toward the cabin.
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      I raised my arm to block the light streaming in through the window, blinking hard as my eyes adjusted. I rubbed sleep from my eyes as I sat up; I couldn’t remember the last time I had woken to the full light of morning. Shards of light coming though cracks in the walls stabbed at swirling dust motes.

      Many of the bigger cracks were above the head of the bed where the wall bowed inward. I had many times determined to fix that wall, strengthen it, but I had never done it. Something about having an avalanche of wood ready to fall on my head while I slept seemed fitting, somehow—my own personal Sword of Damocles.

      I threw off the blanket and sat up, still tired. It had been a restless night. Visions of a dragon wreaking havoc on Lusteer had kept me from sleep until close to dawn, though nightmares about Duffy hadn’t been the only thing that had been different. I also hadn’t visited the Oasis.

      I hadn’t believed Sash when she told me that I’d seen her for the last time. I guess I still didn’t.

      Rain drummed against the roof. I moved to the window and looked outside, watching heavy raindrops splash in muddy puddles. Yesterday had been the first day since I’d arrived that I’d done absolutely nothing productive, and something told me today was going to be more of the same. After seeing a dragon incinerate a prison, chopping firewood or spear fishing seemed meaningless.

      But what was the point in moping around, with thoughts circling ever darker? I glanced back outside, then, following a sudden impulse, I stripped off my underwear and walked outside, coming to a stop where the rain was heaviest. Naked except for the barbed wire necklace, I closed my eyes, tilted my face upward. The rain stung my skin and a sharp gusts of wind raised goosebumps all over my body. I ran my fingers through my beard and remembered the way the clerk had looked at me. Only civilization can make you feel dirty, I had thought. But that wasn’t true. There were many ways to feel unclean, and rainwater didn’t help with most of them.

      I started to rub my hands along my shoulders, then across my chest, wiping off dirt. I can’t go back to Lusteer, I thought. I’ll only make things worse. I always make things worse. Jerome had no answer for me. I rubbed harder, scouring something—I didn’t know what—off my skin.

      “Are you going to start singing?” a voice called out.

      I swiveled around. Standing ten paces away was Gary Holliday.

      My gaze darted back and forth, looking for others, but he appeared to be alone. “I didn’t know I had an audience,” I said.

      “You thought yourself invisible?” Rain dripped from Holliday’s hair and face.

      “No, just out of sight.”

      “You should have known better. You are the last fire sentinel, after all. How secret could you really expect to remain?” Holliday was a barrel-chested man with a constant half-smile on his face. He appeared unarmed, but as a smoke sentinel, he could summon a multani—in his case, a giant war hammer—in an instant. He was a key member of the Sentinel Order.

      I looked around again. Could he really be alone? If he was, perhaps I had a chance. “I was invisible for nearly a year despite, I’m sure, the considerable resources of the Sentinel Order looking for me. I won’t make the same mistake again. The clerk in the store, right?”

      Holliday tilted his head to the side. “Kind of.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” It had been stupid to stop at a store so close to where I lived. And even stupider to engage the clerk in conversation about Lusteer, then charge out.

      “We were always going to find you,” Holliday said. “One of our scientists has invented a machine that detects supernatural activity, and we have tuned it for fire sentinels.”

      “That’s a lie. You would have been here earlier if you had that.”

      “How do you think I got here so fast? The device isn’t that accurate, but we used it to concentrate our search in this area. It’s true, though, that it was your carelessness that brought me directly to your door. The Order has agents in LiSS, and the shop clerk’s story was what had me sending a drone over the area searching for a blue pickup.”

      I glanced across at the pickup truck. I couldn’t do anything about a machine such as Holliday described, but I could keep my vehicle under cover the next time. If there was a next time. “If you were so sure I was close, why are you alone?” I couldn’t imagine the Order had only one person looking for me.

      “I wasn’t alone until recently, but events in Lusteer are heating up.” He smiled. “Dragon-fire tends to have that effect. I’m due there myself soon.”

      “Why are you telling me all this?” I wasn’t sure how much I could believe.

      “I’ve always been too talkative, I guess, but we all have to work with what we have. In my case, a smidgen of charm.”

      “How does charm help to kill people?”

      “It disarms them.” Holliday chuckled.

      “So you are saying that I shouldn’t let myself be distracted.” I summoned my fireswords. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “Be careful with those,” Holliday said. “Not sure they are safe for naked operation. Something might get chopped off.”

      I had a sudden realization of how surreal the scene was. Here I stood, naked in the pouring rain, my fireswords fizzing angrily, bantering with another sentinel, one who wanted me dead.

      “Listen.” Holliday took a step toward me.

      I attacked, pulling both fireswords over my right shoulder as I jumped toward Holliday, then slashing downward just as I landed. Holliday leaned backward so that the tips of the swords passed in front of his chest. His own weapon, a black warhammer of swirling back smoke, appeared in his hands, and he immediately struck out with it, stabbing forward with the spike jutting from the head of the hammer.

      I desperately threw myself to the side, deflecting the thrust. I threw out a counterstrike with my other firesword, but, off-balance, the strike went wide. I stumbled away, my bare feet slipping in the mud.

      “Do you really think ancient warriors charged into battle naked?” Holliday asked. “Wouldn’t it provoke hilarity rather than fear?” He looked me up and down, squinting. “Or perhaps that is just with you.”

      I stepped forward, stabbing with my left firesword, following up with an overhand strike with the right one. The force of Holliday’s block with the hammer on my left firesword sent a shard of pain up my arm. He swiftly reversed the hammer to block my right firesword.

      I fell back, my left hand dangling low by my side. I shook it to regain feeling, then quickly raised it again to deflect another blow from Holliday. The hammer was longer than he was tall, the head of it the size of a cinderblock. If it had been a real weapon with real mass, it would have been too cumbersome to be effective. As it was, Holliday could wield it like a rapier, sending the hammer flashing at my head, then stabbing the handle at my torso an instant later.

      My arms flailed in front of me, my fireswords whizzing back and forth as I made block after block, stumbling backward at each step to give myself space and time. I tried to deflect or dodge the heaviest of the blows, but that wasn’t always possible. When Holliday managed to get his full weight into a hammer strike aimed at the center of my chest, and my crossed fireswords took the full force of the impact, and I went flying backward, skidding through puddles and across mud.

      Holliday stepped forward slowly, swirling his hammer around his body in wide loops, high over his shoulder then lower in front of his body. The head of the hammer moved so fast that it blurred into as if Holliday was surrounded by a solid band of dark smoke. “You can’t win,” he said.

      I scrambled to my feet, dripping muddy water. “Don’t you know that premature bragging always backfires? That’s villain 101.”

      “I think you are confused about who the villain is here. You are the ticking time bomb, the danger to humanity.”

      “And you are the assassin, come to murder me in my birthday suit.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I didn’t come to kill you.”

      “You didn’t?” The Sentinel Order wanted me dead; that had been made very clear. “Just go then, forget you found me,” I said. “I disappeared once and can again.”

      “You know that’s not an option.”

      “That’s what I figured.” I let my fireswords disappear and sprinted for the cabin. Water splashed behind me as Holliday pursued. I charged inside, then slammed the door shut behind me. Before I had a chance to decide what to do next, the door exploded inward, showering me with splinters. I backed against the far wall.

      Holliday paused at the doorway. “Why run into a room with one door?”

      Because I hadn’t fancied charging into the wilderness naked and barefoot. “Fighting naked is undignified,” I said. “Allow me to get dressed, at least.”

      “Undignified—that’s your problem? Are you kidding me? Killing, if it comes to that, is messy business. A bit of nakedness doesn’t change that in the slightest. And your discomfort gives me an advantage.”

      I touched the wall behind me, preparing to throw myself through it.

      “When I intend to kill, I seize every advantage. If that had been my purpose, I would have attacked when you were singing in the rain.”

      “I wasn’t singing.” I still found it difficult to believe that he didn’t want me dead, but he hadn’t pushed his advantage at any point. “What do you want with me then?”

      Holliday let his warhammer disappear. “May I sit?”

      “I’m not set up for entertaining.” I touched the back wall again, assuring myself I could break through it before Holliday reached me if this ended up being some kind of ploy.

      Holliday looked around, then sat on the bed. “Have you been living here all this time?”

      I gave a nod. There didn’t seem any point denying it.

      “Did you really think you could eek out a life for yourself here? You had to know that you’d be found. Is there a big African river around here somewhere?”

      “An African river?”

      “Yeah, because you are living in the Nile. De Nile, get it?”

      “I agreed to listen to you. I didn’t agree to torture in the form of terrible jokes.”

      Holliday laughed. “I liked you from the first. Just a fresh faced kid, but you always had big swinging balls.”

      “Lowndes thought I was a punk. She’s dead now.”

      Holliday laughed again. “Look at you. Trying out your big boy threats. It’s rather undermined though by that adolescent manhood you wield.”

      “What did I say about terrible jokes?”

      “That one wasn’t a joke. It’s as obvious as the nose on that ugly face.” He nodded toward my crotch area.

      If I got out of this, I was never getting undressed ever again. “What do you want with me if not to kill me?”

      “You are aware of Doctor Kressan’s work?”

      She had created the machine which caused the Searing. “Of course,” I said.

      Just as elementals in Brimstone were divided into smoke and fire elementals, sentinels on Earth were imbued with either smoke or fire power. Uro had tainted fire sentinels in such a way that using our magic created a portal to Brimstone. The Sentinel Order, whose leadership had become dominated by smoke sentinels, were ruthlessly determined to fight all things Brimstone, even if that meant eliminating half their order. Via Kressan’s machine, a powerful artifact called a fire summoning crystal, and my own agency, the Searing had caused fire sentinels the world over to lose their powers. Because I was inside the machine, I was the only one spared the Searing. “Lowndes killed Kressan,” I said.

      Holliday nodded. “We know. Lowndes made an almighty mess of her entire mission, but killing Kressan was her biggest mistake. That set us back terribly, but we have people building on her work.”

      “I didn’t know the Order cared so much about machines.”

      “Until recently, we had no idea of what they were capable of. Kressan’s changed the way we think about Brimstone. Before, we saw an eternal fight: sentinels versus shades forever. Now, we see solutions. An end to the war.”

      “What kind of end?” If I knew the Order, something they considered satisfactory could be abhorrent.

      “The important thing is we believe you can help us with it. That’s why you weren’t cut down mid-song. That’s why I’m asking you to come with me.”

      “Asking?”

      Holliday looked up at me from where in sat on the bed with a tight smile. “We’ll start with asking and go from there.”

      I was coming around to the idea that Holliday really was alone. Which was good, since there was no way I was going along with whatever he wanted. But I could pretend for a time. “Okay. I’ll go with you.”

      “Just like that?”

      “You’ve shown me I have no choice.”

      “Now why don’t I believe you?”

      “Because you have a suspicious mind?”

      “It has served me well,” Holliday said. “The Order and you, we have never gotten off to a good start.”

      “Might have something to do with how you keep killing my friends.”

      “We are at war, Rune. I’m not sure you understand that.” Holliday’s smiles were gone. “Most of the country gets to continue living their civilian lives, but those of us on the front line can never forget that we must continue to battle in not just any old war, but the ultimate one—a war for Earth, a war for humankind. Battles can be lost, lives sometimes need to be sacrificed, but humans can’t end up on the wrong side at the end. Walker understands that more than anyone. This is why he is the leader we need. Uro raised the stakes, and we have to be ready to respond in kind.”

      “You talk about it like it’s straightforward, but this isn’t good versus evil.” If it was, the Sentinel Order wasn’t on the side of good. “It’s much more complicated than that.” Since becoming a sentinel, every one of my decisions had been double-edged. And, at every turn, I had made a bad choice. And yet, looking back, I couldn’t see what else I could have done.

      “Humans versus aliens. It couldn’t be any clearer. Are you seriously against humans?”

      “We sentinels are not even fully human. And shades were once human.” Sentinels were humans who were born with the power of Brimstone inside them, though that power only manifested itself when they became adults. Shades were humans who became possessed by the creatures who inhabited Brimstone, elementals of fire or smoke. The personality of a shade was a strange combination of the original human and the elemental.

      Holliday shook his head. “You overcomplicate what, at its core, is simple. You just need the strength of vision to see through the deception of our enemies, and you need the strength of purpose to follow the right path.”

      “And I know I have neither. That’s why I don’t want to fight. That’s why I retreated to here.” The rays of light playing on Holliday’s face as he sat on the bed gave me an idea. I stepped away from the wall. “Can’t I be neutral? Can’t I be Switzerland?”

      “Remember that Switzerland were allowed to remain neutral only because they aided and abetted the Nazis,” Holliday said. “And other countries were not given the same choice. Consider yourself Belgium. You are in the middle of the frontline and don’t have the liberty of opting out.” Holliday stared at me. “Can you commit to helping the Order?”

      “I need to think.” I lowered my head into my hand as I stepped forward, closer to Holliday and the bed. Then, I jerked downward, grabbed a leg of the bed and flipped it over. Holliday yelped as he disappeared under the upturned bed. I raced for the porch, then leaned my back against the stack of firewood and shoved, hoping that my personal Sword of Damocles could now be turned to my advantage. For a moment, it seemed nothing would happen, then with a crack, the boards in the cabin gave way and the whole stack of firewood tilted inward and fell into the cabin. With the destruction of half the wall, part of the roof also collapsed inward. Holliday shouted out, though it was more snarl of anger than scream of pain.

      I raced for the pickup truck, jumped inside, and turned the key. The engine spluttered, then died. Beelzebub. I slammed my fists against the steering wheel. Don’t do this to me. Not now. I turned the key again. This time I got nothing at all, the engine dead.

      I paused. Took a breath. The wreckage of the cabin shifted as Holliday fought himself free. I pumped on the gas pedal four times, the engine off. Then I paused again. I turned the key. The engine coughed, then roared into life. “You beauty!” I shouted at it, putting it in gear, then slamming down on the gas pedal. The tires spun, kicking up dirt, then the pickup leaped forward. I yanked on the steering wheel, bringing the pickup around. In the rearview mirror, I saw Holliday clambering free.

      I accelerated coming out of the out the first corner, then slowed as I came upon a sleek black car parked at the side of the track, a car that would, in short order, be able to run down my own functional but less than high-powered pickup. As I came alongside the car, I slowed to a crawl. I opened the pickup door, then used my foot to hold it open. I leaned to the side, lowering my left hand into the gap between the open door and the floor. I summoned my firesword, pointing it outward. Driving past, the sword slashed through first the back tire, then the front one. The firesword disappeared, and I pulled my hand and foot back inside, letting the door slam shut.

      Before I had a chance to congratulate myself, a flash of movement in the rearview mirror grabbed my attention. I turned around to see Holliday hurtling through the forest at top speed, slashing through the undergrowth.

      A bump in the road threw me to the side and jerked the steering wheel; the pickup veered toward the ditch. I yanked the wheel back the other way, turning around to face forward again. Once I had regained control, I glanced back at the rearview mirror.

      Holliday had briefly gained on me, but I was beginning to pick up enough speed that he was falling back again.

      Coming upon a corner, I braked as little as I dared. Two wheels slid off the road. The tires spun furiously as the pickup came to almost a complete stop. Checking the rearview mirror, I saw to my horror that Holliday had jumped toward me. Still twenty paces back at the start of the jump, he was heading straight for the back of the truck. My foot jammed the gas pedal against the floor, the engine whined like a tortured seal, and the whirling wheels kicked up slashing mud.

      I had an instant to fear that the pickup was stuck, then it gained traction and leaped forward. Just in time, too, for an instant later Holliday landed where the pickup had just been. Missing his target didn’t slow him down. He briefly stumbled upon landing, then resumed his pursuit, the better surface of the road allowing him to run faster still.

      However, with a long flat section of road ahead of me, and the surface continuing to improve, I reached a speed that allowed me to significantly outpace him. Holliday continued to sprint after me for long seconds after I willed him to give up. Then, finally, he slowed to a walk. He shouted something after me that I couldn’t make out.

      Even with Holliday having given up, I kept going as fast as I dared, being careful to slow down enough at the corners that I wasn’t risking a crash—it would have been the ultimate stupidity to overturn the vehicle with escape within my grasp. Which meant I was half-expecting just that to happen.

      Only when I reached the main road did my thoughts turn toward what was going to happen next. Not only had the Sentinel Order discovered me, but I literally didn’t have any clothes on my back. I checked the fuel gauge—less than a quarter of a tank left. And no money to pay for gas.

      Passing the store where the trouble had begun, I scowled in that direction. Then, following an impulse, I slammed on the brakes. The back of the pickup fishtailed slightly as it slowed enough to make the left turn. I parked it up alongside the store, and before I had a chance to second-guess myself, I stepped out of the vehicle and stormed up to and through the door.

      Once again the store was empty except for the same clerk. This time he had his shotgun already in hand, aimed at me.

      Standing there naked and muddy with a shotgun pointed at me, I did the last thing he expected.

      I smiled.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          

      

    

    







            Tuesday 08:20

          

        

      

    

    
      The clerk jerked backward, the shotgun wobbling in his hands. “You,” he said. “What are you doing here again?”

      “I came to piss on the floor.”

      The barrel of the shotgun trembled. “Just get out.”

      “You really want me to go? Don’t you want to be part of the storm. No, what did you call it, the blizzard, right?” I held out my right hand and my firesword appeared. “Welcome to the blizzard.

      The shotgun fell out of his hand, bounced off the counter, then slammed onto the floor.

      He looked down at it, then back up at me, both of us surprised it didn’t go off. “I don’t want any trouble.”

      “You should have thought of that before you started blabbing about me all over town.” I stepped toward the counter.

      “I didn’t.” He stumbled backward until his back hit the wall, knocking over cigarette packets. “I mean…I just mentioned you at the LiSS meeting. I didn’t know who you were. If I did, I never would have.” He gulped.

      The tip of my firesword wavered in front of his throat. After having to suffer through his constant air of superiority when we last met, it was good to see him turn into quivering jelly in front of me. “Shouldn’t you be in your knees.”

      “My knees?”

      “You go to the Lusteer Shade, sorry, Liberty Shade Society meetings, don’t you? Shouldn’t you want to worship powerful magic-users like you do the dragon?”

      “If…if…if you want.” The clerk swallowed hard, then fell to his knees.

      “Get up. You look like an idiot on your knees in front of a naked man.” I let the firesword disappear.

      The clerk hesitated until I gestured again for him to rise.

      “As you can tell, I’m lacking in resources,” I told him.

      “You came to rob me?”

      “No. I came to receive offerings. I’ll start with your clothes.”

      “My clothes?”

      “Having to repeat myself is getting tiresome. Yes, your clothes; take them off.”

      The clerk hurried to comply, but his hands were shaking so much that he had trouble unbuckling his belt.

      That make you feel better, did it? Jerome thought. Make you feel like a big man?

      Why shouldn’t my powers allow me to feel good once in a while? I thought. That clerk is the biggest ass in the known universe. Does being a sentinel bring no rewards?

      I picked up a basket and quickly moved through the aisles. This time, I wasn’t looking for resources to survive in the wild, but rather what I needed to return to normal society. I grabbed soap, shampoo, toothbrush, toothpaste, scissors, razor. I also threw some chocolate bars and other snacks into the basket. I had a long drive to get back to Lusteer.

      When I returned to the clerk, he had stripped off his jeans, top and T-shirt and was hesitating over his underwear. “Leave that,” I told him. “You think I want to wear your disgusting underwear?”

      I picked up his jeans and pulled a wallet from the front pocket. I took the cash, then dropped the wallet on the floor. “Is this all the money you have?”

      The clerk nodded.

      I needed money for gas and food and that didn’t look like enough. “Your donations to the cause are severely lacking. Are you seriously telling me this is all you are willing to contribute?”

      “It’s all I have on me.”

      I nodded toward the register. “Maybe you could borrow some.”

      He didn’t hesitate. “Of course.” He pressed a button and the register opened. He flipped up a lever, then grabbed a fistful of notes and handed them across.

      “Thank you.” I took a chunk of the money, ignoring the notes that fell. I gestured at the items in the basket. “Ring up these few items as well when you are working out how much you owe the register. Your generosity is appreciated.” I threw his jeans into the basket, then followed it up with his top and T-shirt and headed for the door.

      “Are you going to Lusteer?” the clerk called after me. “Are you going to join him?”

      “I’m going to Lusteer,” I said. But I’m going to kill him, I thought.

      Only in that moment did I realize what I intended to do, though from my calculation on the amount I needed for gas, my subconscious had been quicker on the uptake. Holliday and the Sentinel Order would be after me wherever I went, but that wasn’t my main concern. I had caused Duffy to become a dragon—my actions had directly led to his current reign of terror in Lusteer.

      I exited the shop and climbed back inside the pickup, dropping the basket on the passenger seat. This time the engine started on the first turn of the key. I knew what I needed to do.

      Of course, needing to do something was very different from having the slightest hope of defeating a gigantic fire-breathing dragon.
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      I was half and half, half energized and half exhausted—bone-deep weary from driving all night without any sleep and simultaneously twitchy from drinking several cups coffee overnight after months without caffeine. And one whole of a nervous wreak.

      Still, I was functional. And I knew what I needed to do. That surety of purpose was rare for me, and I feared losing it; I didn’t want to gain a night’s sleep and become mired in uncertainty. Holliday had, if nothing else, convinced me that hiding wasn’t an option.

      I was parked in a narrow side street within sight of Verge Tower, whose shadow cut across the plaza below. Lusteer displayed a surprising amount of normality. Sure, the traffic of both pedestrians and cars was much less than usual for the middle of a workday, but it was a miracle that anyone was just going about their day, considering that a fire breathing dragon lived at the top of that skyscraper.

      I’d been parked for over an hour, and for the first half of that time, I had been trying to monitor the comings and goings of the shades to see if I could figure out a pattern, perhaps learn where Duffy slept.

      Shades came in two types—shifters, who transformed into an animal form, and sorcerers, who could directly manipulate fire or smoke. Shifters were much more common and were generally easy to pick out because they tended to wear shapeless robes which allowed them to transform into their animal form and back without destroying their clothing.

      I’d been watching those wearing shapeless robes, shocked at the amount of them walking the streets until I’d come to the realization that they couldn’t all be shifters. Which could only mean that ordinary people had began to mimic the dress of shades.

      I never pretended to understand the world, but this concept boggled my mind. A fire-breathing dragon ruled the city I grew up in, and not only did people go about their business as normal, they had begun to adopt the clothes of the dragon’s followers as a new fashion. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been as surprised as I was—after all, the shop clerk had talked of worshiping the dragon, and he lived nowhere near Lusteer.

      Just then, I spotted the flash of a familiar face, though she disappeared before I could be sure. I leaned forward to squint through the windshield, scanning the crowd. Then I spotted her again, moving purposefully across the plaza. This time there was no doubt. It was Ally, a troubled young orphan girl who had been possessed by an elemental, turning her into a powerful fire sorcerer.

      Perhaps she could help me. Or perhaps she had joined Duffy and would turn me in. I hesitated, then I reached for the door handle. I wasn’t sure if this was right, but any action was better than doing nothing.

      Are you freaking kidding me? No one can be that dumb, Jerome thought.

      I paused, my hand on the door. Jerome had been quiet for a couple of days. You have something to contribute?

      I’ve been in your head forever, and just when I think you can’t get any stupider, you go ahead and surprise me.

      Insults. Is that all you have? Why was I not surprised. You could have stayed asleep.

      Why would Ally be at Verge Tower unless she is with Duffy? Jerome thought.

      I have no choice. I have to do something.

      By no choice, you mean you were born stupid, so you are tragically cursed to forever do stupid things?

      Maybe.

      I’d laugh if you weren’t determined to throw my life away as well as your own, Jerome thought. Break the cycle. Use your damn brain for goddamn once.

      What should I do? I asked, even though I didn’t expect an answer. Jerome liked to pop up to make fun, but rarely offered anything useful.

      You won’t accomplish anything alone and half-assed like this. Find Jo.

      The dragon was my mess. I don’t want to get others hurt cleaning up my mess. When we had tried to take the prison back from the Sentinel Order, Pete had come along to help. Useless, wonderful Pete. What chance did he have against those wielding the magic of Brimstone. If Pete had never known me, he’d still be alive.

      You don’t know that for sure, Jerome thought.

      Why are you helping me all of a sudden? If he truly was helping me. Ever since Jerome had tried to possess my body, I had learned to distrust his motives.

      I don’t want to die for no good reason. Or worse, spend a lifetime in the middle of nowhere eating beans every day and watching the sun venture above the horizon with agonizing slowness.

      Always with the complaints.

      What was the point in spending eight months alone in the wilderness if you didn’t learn anything? Jerome thought. You can’t blame yourself for everything. Look forward, not back.

      My fingers gripped the dash, and I lowered my forehead onto the top of the steering wheel. I had wanted to end Duffy without involving anyone else. Since my actions had created the dragon—albeit inadvertently—anything he did partly fell on my shoulders. If I got Jo, or anyone else, involved in a fight against Duffy, then anything that happened to them would be on me.

      But much as I hated to admit it, Jerome was right. I couldn’t do this on my own. Charging into battle, alone and unprepared, and getting easily defeated and killed wouldn’t benefit anyone. Well, possibly the Sentinel Order would be happy about it.

      You know Jo, Jerome thought. She’s involved in this fight in some manner or another. Isn’t it better to ally your power to her smarts and have a chance of victory rather than have both of you die separately?

      Jerome was right; I had to seek out Jo. I reached for the key. I needed to head for Ten-two; I had no idea if Jo stayed there, but that was the place to begin the search.

      “Hey!”

      I started, my forehead bumping against the top of the steering wheel. I turned my head to the left. Dennis stood there, his face pushed close to the driver side window, his hands on the roof. The malevolent smile was out of place on his ten-year-old face. A child shouldn’t look like he did.

      Dennis, the child fire sorcerer who had become possessed at the same time as Ally, but, unlike her, had embraced the change, embraced the power. He had been put in prison for horrific crimes which should have been beyond a child’s comprehension.

      He tapped on the side window.

      I hesitated, then lowered it a crack. “Why are you here?” I asked. “What do you want?”

      “Those two questions have very different answers,” he said, leaning forward on his toes and tilting his head so his mouth pushed into the gap at the top of the window. “What I’m here for is to protect Duffy from you. What I want is for you to kill Duffy.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Thanks for freeing me from the prison, by the way,” Dennis said.

      “You getting free was the last thing I wanted.”

      “Why, thank you. I’m glad you appreciate what I am and what I’m capable of. Too many see just the child form that encases me. Of course, I can’t complain; that has its advantages too. And pleasures.”

      I shuddered. “Go away. I was just about to leave.”

      “You shouldn’t have come. Not now. When Duffy sleeps, he is at his strongest. His telepathic abilities keeps nearby fire shades under his almost complete thrall,” the boy said. “When he’s awake, his attention is less focused and he is less paranoid about possible enemies getting too close. He is too confident in his own abilities.”

      I wiped sweat from my forehead. “That confidence is probably not misplaced given that he is the size of a bus, protected by armored scales, can fly and breathe fire, and he can apparently telepathically control fire shades.”

      “Showy power is power ready to be brought low,” Dennis said. “At the receptions he hosts—like the one due tomorrow evening—he summons the elite of Lusteer to pay homage to him. That is where he feels most powerful, thus where is he most vulnerable.”

      Was Dennis telling me how to defeat Duffy? Sweat dripped into my eyes, stinging them. And why had it gotten so hot all of a sudden? And it wasn’t just inside, I realized. Smoke rose from the hood. “You’re heating the chassis!”

      “Why do you sound surprised?” Dennis grinned, his black eyes flashing. “I told you I was here to stop you from getting to Duffy. And you know how much I love burning people.”

      I grabbed the door handle, then instantly released it with a shout, my fingers scalded.

      Dennis laughed. “Ever hear about how to boil a frog alive. Raise the temperature slowly, right? Well, that’s an urban myth. The frog would jump out long before it was boiled. How does it feel to be dumber than a frog?”

      I looked around frantically. Smoke began to waft through the interior and flames rose from the engine as Dennis turned the heat up still higher. I summoned a firesword and turned to slash at the back windshield. At the first touch from the firesword, the glass shattered into pieces with a deafening crack. I hunched low, covering my face with my hands as hot glass showered down upon me.

      I glanced over at Dennis. He had his eyes closed, and determination furrowed into his skin as he focused on pouring his power into the pickup. The pickup shuddered several times as the tires exploded. Flames licked at the bodywork to either side, and the engine was fully ablaze.

      I stood up on the seat. Even the upholstery was beginning to get hot; it could burst into flames at any moment. I let my firesword disappear, then grabbed the passenger side headrest with one hand, the driver side headrest with the other, positioning myself in the gap between the two seats. From the ceiling above, heat blasted down upon the crown of my head.

      The space where the back windshield had been was ringed with fire, and beyond that, small fires danced up and down the bed of the pickup. Still, it was the only way out. I gripped the headrests tighter, then kicked upwards and outwards with my legs. Feet first, I went through the flames, landing in the back of the pickup. I shut my eyes and raised my arms to cover my face, protecting them from the worse of the fire. Heat and pain beat at me from all sides. I threw myself blindly forward and away from the jeep. Landing, I rolled several times, quenching the flames that hugged to my clothes.

      Every nerve ending screamed at me, and I screamed hoarsely at the world.

      I forced my eyes to open and immediately saw a fireball arcing through the sky. I rolled over, and rolled again, and again, with ragged shouts of protest every time my burned body thumped against the pavement. The fireball exploded against a car, further back, setting that ablaze. I stood, looking for Dennis. He was standing back from the burning pickup, smirking at me, and I realized it wasn’t he who had sent the fireball my way. After a quick scan, I spotted my attacker, standing atop some steps thirty paces away.

      I recognized her. “Ally, it’s me!” I shouted. The note of pleading in my voice was neither consciously planned nor fake. It came from my pain and desperation.

      Ally’s only answer was to throw a second fireball my way. I summoned my fireswords and held them in front of me, and the fireball exploded against them. My eyes squeezed shut against the flash of light, but even with my eyes shut, my vision turned white. The impact of the exploding power sent me staggering backward several paces; I just about managed to keep my balance.

      When I opened my eyes, I turned and fled, not waiting for another attack. I half ran, half staggered down the street. My flesh was raw and hot. With every movement, it felt like sections of skin were sticking together and coming apart.

      Looking over my shoulder, I saw that Ally and Dennis had been joined by reinforcements. Two lions—clearly shifters from the clothing around their torsos—had overtaken the children in giving me chase. And, soaring overhead, three giant phoenixes, their yellow and red feathers making them difficult to fully make out with the sun’s glare directly behind them.

      The color indicated the type of shifter. Smoke shifters tended to be black or gray—bears, wolves, eagles; fire shifters came in brighter colors: reds, yellow, oranges. It appeared all those protecting Duffy were of the fire variety—backing up what Dennis had told me about Duffy being able to control fire shades.

      A manhole cover exploded outward in front of me, and the head and neck of a giant snake shot out. I veered wide of it, my stagger turning into a full sprint. The snake’s mouth opened to show two long fangs—white daggers, dripping with poison. His neck sprung back, then the head shot forward, jaws snapping.

      I surged ahead, just about managing to dodge the snake’s attack. A moment later, a gust of cold wind touching my neck gave warning, and I dived to the ground. A phoenix soared overhead, one claw swiping at my back. With no time to check on my wounds, or even feel pain, I leaped to my feet and resumed sprinting. I veered toward a side street, then decided to keep to the main road. Best to keep Verge Tower at my back, and put as much distance between me and it as possible.

      On both sides of the street, the pedestrians had all stopped, some staring at me, but more of them looking behind me at my fantastical pursuers. A dark green saloon drove toward me, going too fast. Rather than dodging, I jumped straight over it. The car didn’t have need to swerve, but the driver panicked and crashed into a parked car on the opposite side of the road.

      I risked a glance over my shoulder, then slowed. Dennis and Ally were no longer in view, nor the snake, and the two lions were no longer chasing me. One of the phoenixes still circled overhead, but the other two had come to rest on top of a nearby building.

      Another car approached, and I moved off the road and onto the sidewalk. Pedestrians scattered, some disappearing into nearby shops, others running into the road. One man put his back against the wall and turned his face to the side, as if not looking at me would make him unseen. I lurched onward, grimacing. With the panic-induced adrenaline subsiding, the pain began to return, stronger than ever. My body was a mess.

      Going directly to Verge Tower had been a massive mistake. But why did all my lessons have to be so damn painful?
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      As I reached Fenster Street, I slowed to check behind me once more. No one had followed. Once far enough away that I no longer threatened Duffy, the shades completely lost interest in me. I had walked all the way, giving the blisters and other wounds a chance to heal—extraordinary healing being one of advantages of being a sentinel. Of course, if I hadn’t been a sentinel, I wouldn’t have been injured in the first place.

      I turned down the path toward Ten-two. The place hadn’t changed much—when I had first seen it, it had looked on the verge of falling down, and it still did. Year after year, the old girl endured, despite all the mayhem happening in Lusteer. Perhaps I could see hope in that. No matter how much damage piled up, layer after layer of it, until it felt impossible to endure, nothing was ever truly hopeless. I was getting real desperate if I was drawing pop psychology lessons from a tumble-down old building.

      As I turned down the path, I felt an easing in the tightness of my chest. I stalled, seeking to analyze the feeling. Jo, I realized. Arriving back at Ten-two meant I was close to meeting her again, finding out how she was doing. Breaking off contact with Jo had been part of my decision to exile myself, one of the hardest parts. Returning to Lusteer had already proved painful, but at least I’d get to see her again. I pushed on the front door, and, to my surprise, it didn’t open.

      It shouldn’t have been a surprise—when Pete and Tyler had lived there, the door had always been open but Tyler was gone and Pete was dead. It might look the same, but it couldn’t be—not without those two. I thought about knocking, but it seemed weird. No one knocked at Ten-two. Instead, I moved to the side and looked through the window. Inside, the living room was clean and tidy.

      In all my years of living at Ten-two, that room had always been a maelstrom of messy chaos—in a good way, though, for it was a place of charm and warmth where I could always expect a welcoming smile. When Tyler left, it had felt like an abandonment, almost a betrayal, but he had been the smart one. Unfortunately for me, disappearing had proved impossible. With my face pressed against the glass, remembrances of incidents and snippets of time flashed through my mind: incidents. The memories were of happy times, but the knowledge of what had come since made them painful. Tyler gone, Pete dead. At least Jo was hopefully fine, but Alex…

      Alex. My heart gave a tug. I had tried to avoid thinking about him whenever possible. More than Pete and Tyler, Jo and Alex had been my family. After years of caring for them, I had come to see them as my little brother and sister, the family that I—as an orphan—never had. Alex and I had always had our differences, but I still could barely comprehend how he had done what he had. His betrayal had directly lead to Pete’s death.

      I stepped back from the window and moved around the side of the building, pushing through the unlocked side gate. When I had last been at Ten-two, some of the tangle of the back garden had been cleared to allow Harriet Ashley’s band of shades to train. Pete had briefly practiced with a bow and titanium arrows, for all the good it had done him. From the look of the present state of the garden, someone had continued to use it for training purposes—targets were positioned throughout, and well worn tracks crisscrossed the grass. The back door was unlocked, and I stepped into the kitchen. It had a clean well-used look about it.

      Perhaps I shouldn’t have just walked in. This was no longer my home. “Hello,” I called out. “Anyone here? Jo?” I continued into the hall, then seeing an open door, walked through. “Hello.” The curtains were drawn, and the room was dim. When my eyes adjusted enough to see clearly, I started to back out, for someone lay on a single bed in the corner. “Sorry,” I whispered, unsure if I’d woken him or her up.

      A series of beeping coming from close to the bed caused me to stop retreating. Then I noticed a tube emerging from the person’s mouth, and various pieces of the medical equipment were piled around the bed. I approached, a sick feeling in my mouth. Though he looked much different from the last time I’d seen him—much thinner, his flesh wasted away—I recognized him. It was Noah.

      Noah Hastings and his wife, Persia, had been fire sentinels who had joined me in the attack on the JC prison. All three of us survived the initial ambush, though we had been captured while entering the restricted area. Colonel Lowndes had put me into a chamber designed by Doctor Kressan to bring about the Searing, an event whereby all fire sentinels lost their power. I had decided to help Kressan and Lowndes, drawing on the power of the fire summoning crystal as they demanded.

      Light flooded the room, and I swiveled to see the Persia Hastings entering. She held a crossbow in her arms.

      I raised my hands. “It’s me,” I said.

      “I know.” She pressed the trigger and the crossbow twanged.

      Pain exploded in my left shoulder, and I spun to one side, then fell backward. I scrambled back to a sitting position and tried to summon my fireswords. Tried and failed. It had been a titanium arrow, I realized, and its presence was interfering with my ability to use my multani.

      Persia drew back on the lever of the crossbow and withdrew an arrow from a pouch attached to her hip. Her movements were precise and methodical. She reloaded the crossbow without looking at it; her eyes were on me. She walked slowly forward, keeping the weapon aimed straight at my head. “Did you come to finish off the job?” Persia asked.

      “What job?” Concentrating hard, I managed to summon my right fireswords. It flickered, threatened to disappear, then manifested fully. I shifted backward, holding the firesword in front of my face.

      Persia gestured to the bed. “Killing Noah,” Persia said. “It’s clearly not enough for you that he is a vegetable.”

      “I didn’t know,” I said. “The last I heard, he had been taken to hospital.”

      Anger reddened Persia’s face. “You left him for dead and didn’t care to find out what happened.” She stepped closer until she stood at my feet, a titanium arrow aimed directly at my face.

      Suddenly a laugh burst out of me: a coughing spluttering thing that contained no mirth, only an awareness of the absurdity of what my life had become. Everyone wanted me dead. First Holliday, then Dennis, Ally and the other fire shades, now Persia Hastings. Everyone—it didn’t matter anymore whether they had once been allies like Ally or Persia, or had always been enemies like Dennis and Holliday.

      “What are you laughing at?” Persia’s face heated further. “Is this a joke to you?”

      “No.” I let the firesword disappear. My shoulder throbbed. “I’m sorry for what I did when I caused the Searing. I had no idea Noah would get injured.”

      “He was warning you not to do it.” Persia’s voice was both hard and fragile at the same time. As if she could either break into a murderous rage or start sobbing uncontrollably with a hair’s-width between those two extremes. “He was beating at the chamber, begging you to stop. We went in there as a team, aiming to stop Lowndes. Why didn’t you listen to my Noah? Why help Lowndes over him?”

      “I killed her.” I said. “Lowndes.” Of course Persia already knew that. She’d been there.

      “What do I care about that? It doesn’t bring him back to me. As he was. Vibrant, wonderful Noah.” She gestured at the bed. “Not this shell of a thing.”

      The last time I’d spoken to Jo, she’d told me Noah was in a coma. I had no reason to assume he’d recovered, yet I’d put all thought of his fate out of my mind, more focused on Pete’s death and Alex’s betrayal. Then later on, I directed most of my energy on learning to survive in the wilderness. Perhaps I had unconsciously put aside thoughts of Noah, not able to accept the blame for that on top of all the other harm I had done. Carrying out the Searing had been a huge mistake, and Persia was right that I should have known better. I had known enough about the Sentinel Order and their twisted goals to realize that I should oppose Colonel Lowndes. The truth was that I had wanted to have the sentinel power taken from me. I was trying to avoid my responsibilities, and, ironically, the Searing had stripped power from all the fire sentinels except me.

      “I admit it. It was my fault this happened to Noah.” It was my selfishness that had Noah lying in a bed with a tube in his mouth. My list of sins grew ever larger.

      “Damn right it was your fault,” Persia said, her small frame looming over me, anger blazing from her eyes. She held the crossbow steady, the arrow pointed between my eyes.

      “I accept your right to judge me for that crime.” I shut my eyes and waited. Though sentinels were hard to kill, a spike of titanium through the brain would surely do the trick, and death through the righteous vengeance of one I had grievously harmed would be fitting end.

      Silence stretched out.

      “You’re such an asshole,” Persia said finally.

      I opened my eyes. “What?”

      “You aren’t getting off that easy. I’m not going to take on the burden of your guilt by killing you in cold blood. Instead, I’m going to make you own the pain you caused.” She put her crossbow on the floor and leaned closer. “Show me that.” She gripped the arrow and gave it a rough tug, lifting me slightly so she could see my shoulder blade. I winced but didn’t cry out. “The head came through. Makes things easier. Wait here.” She straightened, then she disappeared out of the room, returning a few moments later carrying a heavy-duty bolt cutter.

      I squirmed.

      “I guess we both know what really deserves to be cut off.”

      I tried a small smile.

      She didn’t return it. “I guess not everyone gets what they deserve.” She stood close to my side, then held the handles wide and directed the blades down behind my back. She snapped the bolt cutters shut, and the arrowhead bounced onto the floor. “I guess no one actually gets what they deserve.” She glanced across at her husband lying on the bed. “That’s a fiction we tell each other so we can keep going day after day. Now, lie flat on your back.”

      I complied, resisting the urge to attempt a joke and ignoring the pinch of pain as my shoulder blade touched the floor.

      She placed a foot on the top of my shoulder, then grabbed the arrow with two hands and, without warning, gave a sudden wrench.

      I screamed as the arrow jerked out about an inch along with a splatter of blood.

      “Don’t be a baby,” Persia said.

      “It hurts.”

      “You’re a fire sentinel. Even with a titanium arrow, you’ll heal quickly.”

      “I still feel pain.” The memory of the agony I had been in a few hours earlier was still fresh even if the wounds weren’t.

      “Not enough.” She pulled again.

      This time the arrow didn’t move, yet pain coursed through my whole chest. I screamed.

      “Noah can feel no pain,” she said. “Perhaps you’d like to swap places with him?”

      My breath came in shallow breaths.

      “If I could go back to being a fire sentinel, I’d take any manner of hurts.” Persia curled her fingers tighter around the arrow, and leaned her weight onto the foot that pushed against my shoulder. “If I could get Noah back, I’d…” With a determined expression on her face, she tensed, then wrenched upward with her whole body. The arrow came out with a soft plopping sound. My chest spasmed, and pain ripped throughout my entire body. I clenched my teeth and pulled the pain inward, allowing myself only a low groan.

      Persia picked up a white towel from close to Noah’s bed and wiped blood from the shaft of the arrow, then dropped the towel and arrow on a chair. “I’ll be able to reuse the metal at least.”

      Blood pooled at the top of shoulder and dripped down my arm. Persia took my right hand and placed it on the wound. “Apply pressure,” she told me. “I’ll find bandages.” She went to the other side of the room, opened a white cabinet, and began to rifle through the contents. “Why did you come back now after all this time?”

      “I just heard about Duffy. I came back to stop him.”

      She turned back toward me. “You can’t have just heard about him. Don’t talk rubbish.”

      “I was in hiding,” I said. “In hiding from everything, including knowledge of what was going on in the world.”

      “Coward,” she spat.

      I just nodded, taking a moment to study her. She wore a tattered gray hoody and blue jeans. Her hair was long and stringy, uncared for. Dark shadows gathered under her eyes. Despite all that, she was undeniably pretty.

      She glared. “What are you staring at?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      “And what makes you think you can do anything about him?” She resumed searching through the cabinet. “He’s been in the city for months and is only getting more powerful.”

      “Because I created him. Or rather, it was the portal my magic created that allowed the elementals to cross from Brimstone and possess him.”

      “I didn’t know that.” Persia returned with a roll of bandage, scissors, and a handful of medicine. “But it doesn’t surprise me.” She knelt down beside me. “Sit up and take your hand off the wound.”

      She cut open my T-shirt, then snorted in disgust. “It’s already barely worth bandaging. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to be a sentinel.” Nevertheless, she took the roll of white gauze and began to wrap it around my shoulder. “Just because it was your idiocy that brought the dragon upon us doesn’t mean you can do anything to stop him.”

      “You’re probably right.” I sighed. “I went to Verge Tower today and was sent packing.”

      “It’s impossible to get close to him when he’s sleeping,” Persia said.

      “So I was told.” Which meant Dennis hadn’t been lying—about that, at least. “But surely someone has a plan to stop him. Right now, I just want to help—undo at least a small part of the harm I caused.”

      Persia finished bandaging, and she stood. “Take care of Noah.” She started for the door.

      “Wait. Where are you going?”

      “Out.”

      I looked around at the various pieces of equipment, the beeping heart monitor, the device that was controlling his breathing, others whose function I couldn’t even guess at. “You can’t leave me with him. I won’t know what to do if something goes wrong.”

      “You’ve already done your worst.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          

      

    

    







            Wednesday 13:40

          

        

      

    

    
      I pushed myself to my feet, and tentatively tried a roll of my left shoulder. It was already feeling much better. The bandage was spotted with red, but it wasn’t leaking blood. I looked around the room; my gaze skittered away whenever it fell on Noah and the various medical devices attached to him. I had a brief moment of speculation about how he ate and how he excreted, and I quickly dismissed that line of thought. I didn’t want to know.

      More than anything, I wanted to leave the room. But I’d been told to take care of him. And, in truth, if Persia asked me to mind him for longer period, could I really refuse, given that I was responsible for him being in this bed? I shuddered at the thought of having to change bags of waste and to massage bedsores from inert flesh.

      I plumped down on an armchair, shifted uncomfortably, then reached under myself to pull out the bloody white towel wrapped around the shaft of the arrow that had recently been in my shoulder. I grimaced at it, then put it on the floor beside me. I leaned back in the chair, staring across at Noah. This time I forced myself to focus on him, on the IV tubes about him which keep him fed, on the ventilator that breathed fresh air through his lungs, on the beeping heart monitor showing green oscillating waves.

      The beeps said he was still alive; they lied.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to him. The words were so inadequate that speaking them out loud only made me feel worse. My actions, my choices tended to result in brutal consequences, and lying before me was just one more example. No matter what I did or didn’t do, I couldn’t escape. After eight months of hiding, of doing absolutely nothing, I returned to face the stark results of previous mistakes: Duffy’s burgeoning reign of terror and Noah lying comatose in a sickbed.

      I sighed. What was wrong with me? I started off by telling Noah I was sorry and ended up feeling sorry for myself.

      As I continued to stare at Noah, he began to lose focus, became blurred. I blinked, starting myself back fully awake. Persia had said to take care of him, not have a nap in his room. It had been a long since I’d slept though. My limbs, my head, my eyelids left impossibly heavy, and the room blurred once more. I shook my head. No, I had to stay awake.

      A figure stood in front of me.

      “Who are you?” I asked. My whole body was completely immobile as if encased in stone.

      “You know who I am.”

      Fear seeped through me. “What do you want?”

      “I can help you,” Uro—of course, who else would it be—said.

      “I don’t need any help.”

      “That’s not true,” Uro said. “You don’t want my help. But that’s only because you don’t understand who I really am and what I want.”

      “Just leave me alone. How are you even here?”

      Then I was in a parched brown landscape and free to move. Joy surged through me, and I ran. “Sash,” I said. “Sash, where are you?” Around me, the fiery walls of the Oasis reached for a turbulent sky. I slowed.

      “This is a lie,” I said. I rotated, doing a complete revolution, spreading my arms wide. “Show yourself, puppeteer. Sash was never here? You are manipulating my dreams, manipulating me.”

      “No!” The booming voice came from all around me.

      “Yes, you corrupted Sash, turned her against her allies, turned her against me. Perhaps you appeared in her dreams like you did with me.”

      “Dreams are how I communicate!” the booming voice said. “Sash appearing to you was a surprise. I let it play. You had something you needed to deal with.”

      “Liar!” I shouted out. “You are the reason for Sash’s death.”

      “You’re afraid you did the wrong thing when you killed Sash!” Uro boomed. “Because you didn’t understand.”

      “Deceiver. You are responsible for so much of what’s wrong in the world.”

      “Sash was a good person. I know you loved her.”

      “Don’t dare to presume to know my heart. You’re nothing but a coward!” I screamed at him. “Even now, you hide, afraid to show your true face.”

      The walls of the Oasis toppled inward. Panic forced my legs into a staggering run. Then I regained control of myself and came to a stop. Blindly running was idiotic when I had nowhere to go.

      I’m in a dream, I reminded myself. I closed my eyes and commanded myself to wake.

      I fixed the image of Noah’s room firmly in my mind, and I opened my eyes. And screamed as the walls crashed upon me, swallowing me in fire. I plummeted downward, tumbling violently.

      I slowed, then I floated. The flames were all around me, holding me up, keeping me warm; they didn’t burn.

      “There is no need to fear,” Uro said. “You are fire.”

      “I can manipulate fire, but I am human.” The memory of how fire felt on my real flesh was recent.

      “Never forget you are more than human—you are special. Only one fire sentinel remains, and it’s you.” The fire swirled, forming objects and characters that disappeared before I could recognize them. “I do not have a face. But I have a voice. Will you listen to what I have to say?”

      “Do I have a choice?” I had tried and failed to get out of the dream; I was trapped for as long as Uro held me.

      “Say the word and you wake. You’ll miss out though.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Understand me better, and you’ll understand why Sash decided to join me. Knowing more can never be a bad thing.”

      He was making sense, which made my desire to tell him to go to hell even stronger. Would that be the end of it though? My dreams in the Oasis with Sash went on night after night. “I’ll listen, but I won’t believe you. I can never trust you.” It was better to get this over with.

      “Listening is all I ask!” Uro boomed. The flames retreated from around me until I floated in a sphere of nothingness with the flames just out of reach. “It’s long since I first learned how to communicate with humans, long since I discovered your art, your culture, the way love affects society in a thousand beautiful ways. On Brimstone, we have nothing beyond basic brutal existence. As a powerful elemental, I could crush weaker ones. No, not just could. I had to destroy and kill other elementals just to exist. Earth showed something better was possible. I created a shield wall, and invited other elementals to help with its reinforcement and to share in its protection: within the Oasis, no attacking was allowed. For a while, it worked. The Oasis expanded as more and more elementals joined. My fervent hope was that living inside an oasis rather than outside one—elementals working together rather than against each other—could become the norm in Brimstone.

      “However, many of the powerful elementals, both smoke and fire, began to feel threatened. The shield wall is being attacked from the outside with more and more fury. Many of the defenders have been killed, and new elementals no longer join. My opponents are not united, which is the only reason the Oasis continues to hold, but it’s become clear that it will not last. Before too long, Brimstone will revert to its previous chaos.

      “Which brings me back to Earth, and what was happening there. Only later did I learn that the way I used fire magic to form the Oasis changed the connection between the linked dimensions. Fire sentinels on Earth began to inadvertently create portals, and more elementals than ever before crossed over to Earth.”

      “You did that deliberately,” I said, wanting to break the spell of his booming voice. It filled the nothingness around me, vibrating through my body.

      “It’s easy to cast me—the powerful Other from another dimension—as a villain. But I have the greatest respect for Earth and mean it no harm. I had no intention to disturb the magical balance, but it’s done now and has to be dealt with. My dream of a better Brimstone has died, so my energies have become focused on fixing the magical problems now plaguing Earth. But I don’t want those elementals who have joined with humans to be harmed. Your Sentinel Order would have all shades eliminated if they could.”

      “It’s not my Sentinel Order. They want me dead.” Except Holliday hadn’t killed me.

      “They want to rid Earth of shades, and they will use your power to do that if they can. And Duffy, a tyrant who combines the worst of Earth and the worst of Brimstone, gives the Order their excuse. I want to help find a middle way.”

      “Okay, I’ve heard you out. What now?”

      “That’s all I wanted.” The fire began to disappear into the distance, the sphere of nothingness expanding.

      “Wake, damn you!” The tone of voice was changing, softening, sounding more like a woman’s voice, like Persia’s voice. “Wake, you selfish bastard!”
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      Persia hurried along the sidewalk, her short legs driving her forward in a quick trot. She hated being small—and that was a good thing, not the being small part, but the hate part. Hate was a strong emotion; it energized her. A lifetime of having to keep up with those with longer legs meant she could trot at a fast pace all day long without breaking a sweat. Being small was better than being weak.

      When she arrived at the safe house, she did a quick look around, and—upon seeing nothing unexpected or out of place—climbed the steps to the door. She knocked, a series of quick sharp raps, then she waited impatiently. Before long, footsteps approached, then a muffled voice spoke. “Identify yourself.”

      “It’s Persia Hastings.”

      “And you want what?”

      “Just get me to whoever’s in charge.”

      “I’m not sure that will be possible.”

      “Find out what is possible. I’ll wait.”

      The footsteps retreated.

      She tapped the toes of her left foot against the ground while a coiled tension in the pit of her stomach burned at her insides. After all this time, Rune Russell had just walked back into Noah’s sickroom. She had often imagined a different scenario of how Rune returning would play out. Usually, he had grovelled at the foot of Noah’s bed, telling her how much he had agonized over what he’d done, how he’d been tormented by guilt. And it turned out that, in actuality, the bastard hadn’t even known—hadn’t cared to find out—about the state he’d left Noah in.

      In her imaginings, she’d always laughed at his attempts to apologize. Did he realize how close she’d been to shooting him dead?

      The door clicked open. “Enter,” the muffled voice said. “Then close the door behind you and wait for instructions.”

      She did as directed. When the door shut, darkness engulfed her. A cold shiver ran down her body. Not long ago, she’d been a powerful sentinel with nothing to fear; that had been taken from her. She curled her hands into fists. She hadn’t been a coward before her sentinel powers had come to her, and she wasn’t going to begin now.

      A warm presence came up behind her. Hands touched her head, then fumbled against the side of her face as a blindfold was put in place. Fingers touched her left hip, and her hand snapped out and grabbed the wrist. “I’m not carrying any weapons,” she said.

      “Give me your cell phone. It’ll be returned after.”

      “Is the cloak and grope act needed? A giant dragon is perched on the highest tower of our city. His style is to burn buildings down, not place spies in his opponent's networks.”

      “Cell phone,” the voice repeated.

      She took her cell phone from her pocket and held it out. It was taken from her. The man then took her arm and turned her around. Persia heard the door open, and the man guided her forward. “Steps going down,” the voice said.

      The blindfold was slightly askew, and by looking downward, Persia could just about make out the steps she’d ascended early. That was enough for her to confidently walk alongside the man as he guided her forward. When they came to a stop, Persia saw the base of a tire pressed close to a pavement, then she heard a car door opening. “Inside,” the man said, pressing down on her head and guiding her into the car.

      The door was shut behind her, then she heard the front car door opening. The engine purred into life, and the car accelerated forward. Persia settled back in the seat to wait. She wished that Harriet Ashley was still in charge of those who continued to resist the dragon. Persia didn’t know why, but she had trusted Ashley. But, as far as Persia knew, Ashley wasn’t in Lusteer, and the guy currently in charge was an old smoke sorcerer called Flavini. She hadn’t been much involved with Ashley’s organization since Noah’s coma, but she had stayed up to date with what was going on, so she and Noah could rejoin the fight once Noah recovered.

      The two of them had of course known the dangers they would face, known that they were outmatched, known that the fight against Walker and the Sentinel Order would likely mean their deaths. Many times they had promised each other that neither would give up.

      Except Noah had broken that promise; he had stopped fighting, and he wasn’t yet dead.

      Some nights, Persia had screamed at Noah as he lay in the bed, demanding that he wake. Once she had even hit him, slapped him hard across the face, though she had burst into tears immediately after.

      The doctors said he was brain dead, that he would never return, but others had come out of worse comas. If anyone could do it, Noah could, beautiful strong wonderful Noah. If he’d still had his sentinel powers, his healing abilities would have had him up and running around in no time. The young fire sentinel hadn’t just taken away Noah’s consciousness, he had taken away his ability to cure himself.

      If she’d killed Rune earlier, would this angry stew still be bubbling in her stomach, she wondered. Perhaps it would have been worse.

      Hot emotion she knew and could deal with. Worse than the moments when she’d raged against Noah’s inertia had been the hours of despair, with nothing to do but to stare at his blank lifeless face.

      The car came to a stop. Car doors opened, and she allowed herself to be guided briefly into fresh air, then inside a dwelling of some kind. The sliver of light through the bottom of the blindfold didn’t allow her to know where she was going, but meant she could walk without requiring blind trust. After passing through a few doorways, the man nudged her to a stop, then she sensed him leave. A door shut behind her.

      A voice, a different voice, commanded her to remove the blindfold. She took it off to reveal an elegant study with wood paneling on all four walls. Sitting behind a heavy mahogany desk was an old man, obviously Flavini, wearing a white shirt with wide lapels and a pin-stripped black suit—the only thing missing from the ridiculously-archaic outfit was a cravat around his neck. His sparse gray hair was combed back behind his ears.

      Flavini crossed one leg over the other and leaned back in his armchair. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      What had the world come to? Lusteer was being bent to the will of a dragon and this ponce was leading the resistance. “I wanted to meet the coward who now leads,” she said.

      “Coward?”

      She held up the blindfold. “A real leader leads from the front. He doesn’t hide behind natty clothes and antique wooden desks.”

      “Someone who leads from the front? Like your husband Noah, you mean?”

      Her jaw clenched. “Haven’t you enough enemies without attacking those who have come to help.”

      “How was the reunion between yourself and Rune Russell?”

      How did he know about that? “I shot him with a titanium arrow.”

      Flavini’s eyebrows rose. “He’s not dead though, right?”

      “No.”

      Flavini nodded. “He nearly got himself killed earlier today over by Verge Plaza. He’s a survivor, that one. A huge idiot, of course, but his mistakes haven’t yet cost him his life. He’s become more important than ever now. After all, he’s the only remaining fire sentinel. And possibly more than that, much more.”

      “More?”

      “I suspect him to be Beacon.”

      “A beacon? What are you talking about?”

      Flavini gave a small smile. “We are getting ahead of ourselves. What’s the real reason you came here?”

      “He returned to stop the dragon. I thought he could be useful,” Persia said.

      “So why didn’t you just send him to me?”

      “Because.” Persia bit a lip. Why hadn’t she just directed Rune to the safe house while she stayed with Noah? “Because I can help too.”

      “Can you?” Flavini looked her up and down.

      Persia took a half a step forward, then stopped herself. She swallowed a half-formed shout, and acidic bile rolled down her throat. “Sentinel and shades aren’t the only ones who can fight. I’ve been training with the same weapons that shadiers use, weapons designed to fight supernaturals. If I’d wanted to, I could have killed the fire sentinel earlier.”

      “Will you be able to leave your husband on his own?”

      “I can’t…” She made a choking sound as she struggled to get words out. She couldn’t do anything to help Noah, and she knew that. She just had to accept it. “I didn’t get dragged here and felt up by one of your stone-fingered oafs for nothing. I’m here to be part of the fight.”

      “Against who though? You came to Lusteer to oppose the Sentinel Order, but the most obvious threat has become the giant fire serpent.”

      “Both. My enemy’s enemy is not my friend.”

      “The greater danger must be prioritized, doesn’t it?”

      “We must look to the more immediate danger,” Persia said. “A massive fire-breathing city-conquering dragon should at least serve to concentrate focus.”

      “And possibly lead us toward winning a battle while losing the war,” Flavini said. “The problem is that neither the Sentinel Order or the dragon is the greatest danger. That lies hidden, continuing to influence matters via others.”

      “Sounds like you,” Persia said.

      “I only wish I was that powerful. No, the real danger is, of course, the powerful elemental called Uro. The present leadership of the Sentinel Order are right about that, if nothing else. He—I find it easier to think of Uro as a he, though elementals have no gender—has been influencing events from Brimstone for several years now, and he is almost ready to move to Earth. From what I’ve heard, a key part of this move will be via Uro’s avatar on Earth, a person who has been called Beacon.”

      “And you figure Rune to be this Beacon figure?” When she had pointed her crossbow in Rune’s face, he had closed his eyes and expressed a willingness to pay for his sins; she had a hard time reconciling the seeming sincerity of that gesture with someone destined to be a servant of evil. “How do you know all this?”

      “Because of who I am. Long before Uro’s influence caused the division which saw fire sentinels expelled from the leadership, I was a key figure inside the Order, and due to recent events, I’ve come out of retirement. But I was never someone to fight in the open field. Others are better at that. My skills have always been more about information gathering, strategizing, moving pieces around the board. Even while retired, I dabbled. You know I gave Rune his necklace. I’m still not sure if I should have done that.”

      “The barbed-wire necklace?” Persia had noted it, but it hadn’t registered beyond that. “What significance does that have?”

      “Maybe I shouldn’t spoil the surprise.”

      “Just tell me. That’s why you brought it up, I’m sure.”

      “Inside that necklace is an elemental from Brimstone, quite a powerful one, one who I know for certain longs to reside inside an actual body.”

      “Noah.” A pressure built up in Persia’s chest. “You mean that Rune is planning to have his pet elemental possess my husband.”

      “I’m not sure Rune is skilled enough to do it by himself. Simply cutting the necklace open will unleash the energy of the elemental in an uncontrolled explosion. With precision and magical skill, though, the elemental could be transferred into someone else.”

      Rune had said he hadn’t known about Noah’s state, but what if that had been a lie? What if he’d come to the sickroom for a specific reason? Perhaps she’d been horribly naive when she’d said that Rune had already done his worst. Persia turned and raced to the door. She grabbed the handle and twisted. It was locked. “Let me out!” She shook the handle violently, rattling the door. “Let me out now!”

      “I can have you blindfolded and returned to where you started.” Flavini stood up from his desk and came around to stand in front of it. “Are you really giving up already, though?”

      “It’s not about giving up. I’ve got make sure—”

      “I was under the impression that you decided to invest your energies into fighting our enemies instead of nursing your husband.”

      She took a breath; she could either be someone Noah would be proud of or someone who cared for the shell he had become. Not both. Persia released the door handle and turned to face Flavini. “What do you need me to do?”

      “There is a plan. And Rune would be helpful. But, because I fear he is Beacon, involving him is risky. We require someone to keep an eye on him, perhaps someone who has already proven themselves capable of shooting him.”

      Persia didn’t hesitate. “I’m your man.”

      “Good. Do you know Rune’s friend, Jo Collier?” Flavini asked.

      “I’ve met her.”

      “She knows the details of our plan, and Rune will want to meet her in any case. She’ll be in the JC prison.”

      “Hasn’t that been reduced to rubble?”

      “Not completely. Don’t delay; I’ll need to check, but perhaps it’s possible to put everything in motion in time for the reception Duffy is holding tomorrow night.”

      Flavini moved back to his desk. “I’ll call the stone-fingered oaf to have you taken back.”

      Persia wasn’t sure what Flavini expected of her. “Wait.” Things were moving fast. “What exactly do you expect me to do about Rune?”

      “If things go according to plan and Duffy is defeated, then I want you there to make sure that Rune doesn’t slip into Duffy’s place. A sudden power vacuum could be just what Uro needs to springboard straight to domination.”

      “Stopping him by what means? Capturing him? Killing him?”

      “Whatever is required. After what he did to Noah, surely you have no scruples about giving the fire sentinel what he deserves.”

      “Could you be a little more subtle in your manipulations?”

      Flavini smiled a greasy smile. “Sometimes a hammer is the correct tool for the job.”

      Once again Persia wished Harriet Ashley was still in charge. Flavini was competent, more than competent, but could he be trusted not to have an ulterior agenda? “How sure are you that Rune is this Beacon person?”

      “Sure enough to have grave doubts about involving him. Will you be able to handle the situation?”

      She hated Rune for what he had done, but was he her enemy? If she didn’t kill him for what he did to Noah, could she kill him based on Flavini’s suspicions? She’d always prided herself on being a straightforward person—could she pretend to be on Rune’s side, then betray him?

      “You can rely on me.” Persia didn’t allow her doubts to show on her face. “Beacon can’t be allowed to usurp Duffy’s power.” She’d just have to find out for herself whether Rune was in league with Uro. Once she was sure, she’d do what needed.
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      “Wake, damn you!” I saw Persia in front of me. “Wake, you selfish bastard.”

      “Beelzebub!” I jumped out of the armchair. “What’s going on?”

      Persia moved across to check on Noah. “He’s still breathing. Not that you care. You couldn’t stay awake for a couple of hours, could you?”

      I shifted unsteadily, feeling groggy. With memories of the dream still strong, I reoriented myself to a world without ambient flames. “I stayed with him. In the room, I mean.”

      “Wow. Such self-sacrifice.” Persia’s words dripped with sarcasm. “Come with me.” Persia gripped Noah’s wrist, leaned down and kissed him on the forehead, then swept out of the room.

      “Wait. Where are we going?”

      But Persia was already gone. I hurried to follow, and didn’t catch up until we were both outside. She had a taxi waiting at the curb and immediately took the passenger seat. I sat into the back.

      “Are you sure you know what you are doing?” the taxi driver asked Persia.

      “Just drive,” she told him.

      The taxi driver did as she asked, pulling out into the street and merging with the traffic.

      “What about Noah?” I asked, putting on my seat belt. After rebuking me for falling asleep, was she just going to leave him on his own?

      “A nurse sometimes minds him. I gave her a call on the way over; she’ll be arriving shortly.” The way she stared fixedly ahead while she answered suggested that she wasn’t inclined to talk. Nevertheless, I tried again. “Where are we going?”

      I received no reply.

      “I had better conversation alone in the wilderness,” I said.

      “Perhaps you should have stayed there.”

      The journey continued in uncomfortable silence until the taxi driver decided to speak. “Well, if the young lady won’t speak of it, I will. She wants me to take the two of you to the prison. Perhaps you can talk her out of it.”

      “Which prison?” I asked.

      “The shade prison,” the taxi driver said, not looking across at where Persia was glaring at him.

      “Hasn’t that been reduced to ash?” Duffy had marked his arrival in Lusteer by destroying the symbol of shade oppression.

      “Pretty much. And monsters now dwell there,” the taxi driver said. “Everyone knows not to get too close.”

      “It’s okay,” I told the driver. “No need to talk anyone out of anything. We know what we’re doing.”

      “I’m not driving to the gates,” he said.

      “Just bring us as close as your shivering backbone will allow,” Persia said. “We’ll walk from there.”

      That killed the conversation for the remainder of the trip. In the end, the taxi driver drove all the way up the driveway to the main gates, though his gaze shifted nervously back and forth. He gave Persia a look that suggested he wanted an apology for impugning his bravery. All he received was payment for the journey.

      Beyond the gates, we could see the blackened ruins, but that wasn’t what held my attention as the taxi drove off. I pointed at a section of grass close by, remembering. “It was here that we were ambushed and Pete was killed,” I said.

      “And others,” Persia said.

      I bowed my head. “True.” I had always focused on Pete but Nathan, a bear shifter and Harriet Ashley’s loyal lieutenant, had also died. Additionally, many other shifters whose names I’d never even learned had fought and died by my side in this spot.

      “Our grief does nothing for them,” Persia said. “We can only honor them by finishing what we all started.”

      “I’m not sure either grief nor honor really matters after death.”

      “Which would you prefer: empty tears or for your death to mean something?”

      “I’d be dead. I wouldn’t be able to care.”

      Persia turned her shoulders, presenting me her stiff back, then she headed through the gates, which hung open.

      Once again, I was left following in Persia’s wake. “What did he mean by monsters?”

      “Scared?” she asked. “Should I have left you in the taxi to give you and the driver a chance to hug and comfort each other?”

      “No need to bite. I’m the one who’ll have to protect you if it comes to that.”

      “So you want me to be fearful because I am no longer a sentinel?” Persia still didn’t turn around to face me. “Or you want me kiss your ass because you remain one?”

      I stopped, waiting for her to pull ahead before continuing after her. Persia had it right at the start—best to keep the conversation between us to a minimum.

      From the distance, the shape of the prison was that of burnt bread that had failed to rise: a lopsided blackened sludge. As I got closer, I could make out individual beams and collapsed sheets of metal. At the edge of the structure of the prison, Persia hesitated, clearly unsure which direction to take.

      Spotting a well-used track in the grass, I followed that, coming upon a triangle-shaped gap in the wreckage. The track led through the gap so I turned to the side, ducked my head, and crabbed my way into a makeshift passageway. Rubble had been shoved to either side, clearing the way forward, so I continued further inside. Persia came up behind me. I sensed she wanted to overtake me, but the passageway was narrow and I didn’t move aside for her. Have her follow me this time, I decided.

      Veins of frozen metal ran along beams, making them look like melted candlesticks, a reminder of how hot the fire had been. Other metal had been squashed and contorted into random—yet strangely artful—shapes. I hesitated to touch anything, though, of course, it had been a long time since Duffy’s fire had burned the place. Diagonal shafts of light cut across my path, and charcoal crunched under my feet. The place had a ghostly feel, and the deeper inside we went, the darker it became. At times, I walked through corridors that seemed almost intact and untouched; at other times, I had to bend almost double and contort my shoulders inward to pass. At every point, the way forward was clear—this entry into the depths of the prison was well used.

      Just as I was beginning to regret not bringing a flashlight—or having a mobile with a flashlight app—I spotted a light. I hurried my steps, anxious to escape the darkness. The passageway widened to a space which I immediately recognized as the room where the Searing had occurred.

      Temporary lights with their cables hanging loose were fixed to the ceiling. Bits of machinery lay open, its electronics and wires bare, machinery that Kressan had used to first create shadiers—humans who gained power from Brimstone without being possessed by elementals from there—then to cause fire sentinels to lose their power.

      Persia, who had followed me out the passageway, began to circle the room. She had a pensive look on her face, and I remembered that this was the last time Noah had been conscious. Even after all this time, broken glass still lay on the floor in places, glass from the chambers that held Alex and me. Vividly, the memory returned: Noah, having broken free of his captors, pounded on the outside of the chamber, begging me not to bring about the Searing. I hadn’t listened. I still had no idea if it was Noah’s proximity to me which had caused the power to backfire against him, injuring him so badly. Being inside the chamber had unexpectedly insulated me from the Searing; perhaps Noah, being so close to the outside of the chamber, had felt an augmented effect.

      I became aware that Persia and I weren’t alone. A small wizened dusty figure had her head bent over some of the open machinery. The figure looked up, wiped her face as she straightened, then rushed toward me. “Rune. You’re back!”

      I recognized first the smile, then the voice. It was Jo. We embraced fiercely, and I successfully fought back tears. As we separated, I wiped dust off her forehead. “I heard to expect monsters here. But it’s just you.”

      “Maybe you don’t really know me.” She gave a bright laugh. “No. Shifters have been assigned to protect the place. The titanium is valuable, of course, and scavengers would be all over the place, except we make sure that civilians that get too close are frightened within an inch of their lives. The guards were told to let you two through.”

      “Harriet Ashley still in charge then?”

      Jo shook her head. “Harriet is in another part of the world—Lusteer is at the center of the supernatural war but not the only place where we fight—so Flavini leads us for now. You remember him?

      “How could I forget?” I grimaced, fingering my barbed-wire necklace. “Do we trust him?”

      “Allies are in short supply,” Jo said. “He’s doing a good job, making the best of a bad situation. We are badly outnumbered compared to both the Sentinel Order and Duffy’s minions. Luckily, neither side have yet shown any interest in this prison.”

      “I saw Ally,” I said, reminded by Jo’s mention of Duffy’s minions.

      “You did?” Ally was a good friend of Jo’s.

      “She shot a fireball at me.”

      Jo sighed. “It’s not her who did it. Not really. Duffy completely controls fire shades within his orbit.”

      “We aren’t just losing allies, but friends and family too.”

      “Pete’s death will never cease to be a heart-breaker,” Jo said.

      I nodded.

      “I hope you don’t blame yourself for Pete’s choices. He could have decided to spend that Tuesday like he’d spent every Tuesday for the last however many years, smoking weed and speaking empty words. Instead, he chose to stand for a cause that is truly righteous. Sometimes a single moment makes a life well-lived.”

      I closed my eyes. “I was with him at the end. He said that he’d no regrets, that he was proud to have made a difference.”

      Jo’s arms wrapped around me. “Let’s hug in his memory.”

      “Thanks.” It was just a brief hug, a silly nothing compared to the death of a friend, but it made me feel better. “To family lost.”

      “Pete was family, it’s true,” Jo said. Then her voice sharpened. “You include Alex as family lost?”

      “Yes, and lost in a much worse way than Pete was.”

      “You’d prefer he be dead?”

      “I’d prefer that he hadn’t led us all into a trap.” My voice sounded harsh to my own ears.

      “We’ve all made mistakes,” Jo said.

      “What he did wasn’t a mistake.” My gaze suddenly swept the room, then I focused on her, accusingly.

      At first, Jo averted her gaze from me, then she defiantly stared back at me. “He’s not here. But he’s still my brother. That can never change.”

      “He can be a biological brother without being considered true family.” The Sentinel Order had promised Alex the power of Brimstone in return for his betrayal. “His treachery was responsible for Pete’s death.”

      “You don’t have to look at me like that,” Jo said. “I don’t know what happened to him. I haven’t seen him since he fled the prison.”

      I searched Jo’s face, but I saw indication she was lying. “In the explosion, he was struck by the fire summoning crystal,” I said. “I’m not sure what that means, but something tells me it didn’t kill him. Perhaps he gained that power he sought.”

      “Do we have to talk about him now? Don’t we have enough to torture ourselves with?”

      “Sorry. Being back here brought the memories flooding back.”

      Persia had stayed off to the side to give us some space; Jo now beckoned her over. “How’s Noah doing?” Jo asked.

      Persia approached. “The same.”

      “There’s still hope,” Jo said. “While he still breathes, there’s always hope.”

      “So I keep telling myself.” Persia’s crooked smile was a paper thin veneer which didn’t hide the raw pain underneath. “I could have done without the reminders of what happened to him that day.” She gestured at the innards of the machinery which had caused the Searing. “What are you doing here?”

      “Trying to learn all I can,” Jo said.

      “Why?” I gave a nearby motherboard a kick and it skittered across the floor.

      “Careful with that.” Jo scrambled after the motherboard and picked it up. She blew dust off it and examined it critically. “This came from Kressan’s computer. Some of the hard drive is intact, though I haven’t been able to hack into the password protected files. It could be a goldmine.”

      “Hasn’t this machinery caused enough trouble?” Persia asked. “It’s a pity Duffy didn’t destroy this room along with the rest of the prison. That way, he’d at least have done one thing right.”

      “Learning how to manipulate the connection between Brimstone could be a key to victory,” Jo said. “We can’t allow the Order to be the only ones with that knowledge.”

      “The Order apparently now has the capability to design machines that can track fire sentinels,” I said. “Namely, me.”

      “So I heard,” Jo said.

      So Holliday hadn’t been lying. “How do you know that?”

      “I joined on online forum where the science of Brimstone is discussed and analyzed. There’s lots of talk about what the Order is working on. Some of the discussions on the forum are leading edge in the field; several of the smarter contributors were recruited by the Order. They even tried to recruit me.”

      “Be careful,” I said. “The Sentinel Order doesn't mess around.”

      “Don’t worry, I know how to hide my identity online,” Jo said. “I’ve been doing that since before I was a teen.”

      “Let’s get back to the mission to stop Duffy,” Persia said. “Flavini mentioned a reception in Verge Tower tomorrow night.”

      Jo grimaced. “I’m not sure everything will be in place in time for that.”

      “It’s really possible then?” Persia said. “We have formulated a viable way to defeat the dragon?”

      “We’ve gradually been putting together pieces of a plan,” Jo said. “Flavini just rang me about an hour ago and told me that Rune had volunteered to lure Duffy into our trap and that Persia would help him get in place.”

      “I volunteered?”

      “You said you’d come back to deal with Duffy,” Persia said. “You didn’t specify terms.”

      “I assumed you insisted,” Jo said. “Are you saying you didn’t agree to this?”

      I looked from Persia to Jo and back. It seemed I’d been volunteered to be human bait in a dragon-trap. I wasn’t sure whether I should laugh or cry, and in the end I just shrugged. I had created Duffy, and I was willing to do whatever it took to undo that mistake. “If that’s what’s needed, I’ll be your bait.”
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      For twenty plus hours, I did little except sleep.

      Jo hadn’t come with us when Persia and I returned to Ten-two. I had wanted to stay in the attic bedroom which Alex, Jo, and I had once called home, but the upper floor had been unused since I’d departed, and mold, damp and rodents had returned in force. It was disheartening to think about how years of loving care and maintenance could be undone in not much more than half a year of abandonment. Persia had shown me to a different room, where I had collapsed asleep. I had briefly wakened with a ferocious hunger, raided the kitchen for whatever food I could get my hands on, eaten it, then returned to my room and instantly fallen back asleep.

      Once fully rested, I decided to explore Ten-two, walking along corridors and opening doors at random. It was a big ramshackle building, and Persia had clearly ignored most of it while keeping the used sections of it tidy and well-ordered. One room, above the sickroom which held Noah, was empty of furniture, and the windows had been boarded up. I stepped inside, and my fingers fumbled against the wall until I found a switch.

      A single bulb high up in the ceiling changed the darkness into a shadowy dimness. Bare floorboards creaked under my feet as I stepped further inside, quickly understanding what this room had been used for. All along the walls, targets were mounted, each one punctured by scores of holes. Persia clearly hadn’t just been nursing her husband during her stay at Ten-two.

      A pattern of ropes hung from the ceiling, crossing from one side of the room to the other. I walked underneath them, trying to figure out their purpose. One section of rope dangled down to waist height; I gave it an experimental tug, then scrambled backward as a dark figure descended toward me.

      My firesword sprang to life. The figure flashed past me, then swung back toward me again. Putting my back to the wall, my firesword flickered back and forth as I followed the movements. Then I chuckled, realizing that a flat wooden target had scared me. The target—roughly human shaped—swung back and forth several more times, then wobbled to a stop. My firesword disappeared, and I grabbed hold of the target to stop it spinning, then smiled to see how battered the poor thing was. Not only was it peppered with holes and dents, its ragged edges showed where chunks of wood had been sliced off. Persia’s anger had found an outlet here, but it was also where she had swapped hard sweat for combat skill.

      My smile died. I had spent eight months at the lake cabin with never a thought for practicing my fighting ability—and it had showed when Holliday had arrived. I’d had little chance of beating him, and had only just managed to escape. And he was just one member of the Sentinel Order; Walker, the leader, was more of a warrior than Holliday; and the more pressing problem was Duffy and the fire shades he controlled. Persia, Jo, Flavini, I—we were massively outmatched. In the dream with Uro, the elemental had implied that he was willing to help against both Duffy and the Sentinel Order. How much of what he’d told me had been true? Perhaps none of it. Or could it all be? Sash, and many others before her, had believed in the elemental.

      Whatever else you do, don’t trust Uro, Jerome thought.

      Was he telling the truth about what he tried to do in Brimstone?

      He’s not a friend. Don’t think to ally with him.

      Of course not, I thought. I wouldn’t even consider it.

      Why do you still lie when you know I can read your thoughts?

      I’m not lying. You’re just reading me wrong. I paused. What if I have no choice though?

      You don’t get to abdicate responsibility, Jerome thought. There’s always a choice.

      Duffy can control fire shades.

      Uro doesn’t work like that. He doesn’t compel. He’s persuasive, but he shouldn’t be trusted.

      Can you be trusted, Jerome? In my experience, Jerome usually had an ulterior whenever he felt compelled to engage me. Could it be that he wanted to be the only voice in my head influencing me?

      “What are you doing in here?”

      I turned around to see Persia had entered behind me. “Just looking around.” I gestured at the targets throughout the room. “Nice shooting.”

      “I have to compensate for the loss of my sentinel powers by becoming more skilled,” she said.

      “That’s if you continue to fight. If you no longer have the power of a sentinel, then you no longer have the responsibility of one.”

      Persia shook her head. “I can only stop when the battle is won or I’m dead.”

      “Haven’t you ever thought we have too many enemies to just keep fighting without thought of compromise.”

      “No. Now let’s go. Jo’s waiting in a van outside.” She exited, and the door shut behind her.

      I took one final walk around the training room, pausing to give the battered wooden target a sympathetic pat on its head—if Jo was taking us to attack Verge Tower, then possibly I’d envy that target before the night was out. I pushed through the door and went downstairs. Persia was waiting by the main door, holding it open. She waited until I went through, then she closed and locked it.

      On the street, a dark van was parked with Jo in the driving seat. She gestured for me to climb into the passenger seat. I did so, then I shifted across to the middle and held the door open for Persia. She ignored me and instead walked around to the back of the van, opened the back door and climbed in, shutting it behind her.

      I looked across at Jo, who shrugged, then she started the engine and put the van in gear.

      “Aren’t you too young to drive?” I asked.

      “I’m eighteen, Rune,” Jo said. “Keep up. The legal driving age is sixteen.”

      “And you have a driving license?”

      “The DMV hasn’t been open for many months.” Jo directed the van onto the road. Unsurprisingly, she drove competently. Jo did everything at least competently, often expertly. “Some parts of the city have kept running, other parts have been shuttered up.”

      “No one will mourn the DMV. Perhaps Duffy’s arrival has had its upsides. Eighteen, huh? When did that happen?”

      “On my last birthday. Strange how that works, huh?”

      Jo had been fourteen when I first met her, and I guess I still pictured her at that age. “And I’m twenty-one,” I said, after a brief calculation in my head. “I’m old enough to buy beer.”

      “Old enough, Rune, but are you responsible enough?”

      I laughed. “I’ve been though more than your average twenty-one-year-old. You’d think I’d have learned enough life lessons by now.”

      “You’d think,” Persia said from the back of the van.

      “Aren’t you surprised to see me?” I asked Jo.

      “To be honest, given everything that has been happened, I expected you sooner.”

      “I told you I wasn’t coming back.”

      Jo shrugged. “You had some stuff to deal with; I never doubted you’d return.” She glanced across at me. “Maybe the break was the right thing for you. You look well,” Jo said. “Tanned. Muscled. Have you been hiding out in a gym?”

      I smiled. “Indeed. One with a great tanning saloon.” 

      “You also look more mature. Which is good. We need you.”

      “He’s all tanned and shapely so he’ll look tasty when he’s strung up as dragon bait,” Persia said.

      “Don’t listen to her,” Jo said. “We have a good plan. Your personal connection to Duffy will help draw him out, and your sentinel powers should allow you to escape after. You’ll be in danger of course, but—”

      “You don’t have to explain,” I said, interrupting. “I volunteered.” I was happy to avoid being told the details of the plan as long as possible. I trusted that Jo would do her best to make sure I had a chance to escape after. Stopping Duffy was going to be my priority, not worrying about the dangers. “Jo, what you were doing in the prison, learning about how Kressan’s machines work, is that really going to be useful?”

      “I’m almost sure of it.” Jo smoothly accelerated out of a turn, then switched to the outer lane. We were coming up upon Verge Tower. “I’ve already learned plenty. Wouldn’t you like to know why titanium is the element that protects against Brimstone, and not any other metal.”

      “Would I understand it if you told me?”

      “I think so. You’d first have to read some of the papers Kressan has written. And before that, you’d have to—”

      “Would understanding about titanium help me in a fight against Duffy? Or against one of the Sentinel Order?” Reading scientific papers would only give me was a headache.

      “No, probably not.” She glanced across at me. “Though some of what I’ve learnt might help in safely removing that ugly thing draped around your neck.”

      I fingered the barbed-wire necklace. Jo had never liked Jerome. “Something has to be done about this. But not just yet.”

      “I know what you have in mind,” Persia said. “And it’s absolutely not going to happen.”

      I twisted around toward back of the van. “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t play dumb,” Persia said.

      I turned back to face forward and addressed Jo. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”

      Instead of answering, Jo parked the van. “It’s time to get ready for the mission.” She cut off the engine, then climbed between the two front seats and into the back.

      I followed Jo. Behind the driver seat, running the length of the van, was a bench with black leather cushioning. Opposite that, on the other side of a narrow aisle, various pieces of expensive looking electronics were stacked on a fitted desk. The desk also ran the full length of the van.

      “Did you rob this van from the FBI?” I asked, sitting down beside Jo on the bench.

      Jo pulled a crate from underneath the desk. She took out a small black box with a thin cable attached to it and showed it to me. “Your radio. You clip the box part to the inside of your T-shirt—it holds the microphone—and you bring the cable up the back of your neck and attach it to the top of your ear. That’s the transmitter. On the top of the box is a switch and a small LED. When the LED is red, radio is on, otherwise off.” She switched it on and handed it across.

      “This is an upgrade since last time, Jo. Remember that app with the smartphone you set up last time. We had to keep saying ‘Ok google, Talk’ to open a channel. And finished by saying ‘EndTalk’.” I clipped the black box to the inside of my T-shirt, then adjusted it until it was sitting comfortably.

      “Let me help you with that.” Jo pushed my head to the side, then she ran the cable up the back of my neck. “Of course I remember the Talk app. I’m still proud of that. Not bad for an impromptu solution.” Jo snapped the earpiece into place. “We have better equipment since Sulle started helping us.”

      “Sulle? Richard Sulle?” I asked incredulously. “Surely he’s not involved in this. He’s a snake in the grass.”

      “Open the back,” a voice said through the earpiece.

      I started, looking down at the red LED. “Who else is on this radio channel?”

      Persia reached across for a handle and opened the back door. Richard Sulle climbed in and sat down beside Persia. He then leaned forward so he was looking past the two women and straight at me.

      He grinned. “Nice to meet you again, Rune. I’m glad that you remember me. Richard Snake-in-the-Grass at your service.”
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      Richard Sulle, as always, was tanned and well-dressed, and, as always, his smile of polished white teeth had me picturing a great white shark about to bite. He tapped the small red LED visible just inside his breast pocket. “We’ve established that the radios work at least.”

      I turned to Jo. “What’s going on here? He’s an enemy.”

      “How quickly people forget,” Sulle said with the shake of his head. “I helped you, remember, Rune? When you didn’t even know what form your multani took, I led you to a room of weapons, and in a crisis you chose two short swords to defend yourself.”

      “You had your man stab me,” I said. “I hardly call that help.”

      “You recovered from the wound as I knew you would. You later manifested your fireswords and have done great things with them since.” He smiled. “Great, or perhaps terrible things.”

      Considering that just after Sulle had me stabbed, I had caused Duffy the magic bloody dragon to come into being, describing my actions as terrible fit better. “You also built the shade prison in conjunction with Harriet Ashley, then reneged on your deal with her, handing it over to the Sentinel Order.”

      “You think I had a choice?” Sulle asked, his voice rising. “You think I wanted shades locked up without trial, tortured like they were in that place under Colonel Lowndes’s control? I’m a shade myself.”

      I wasn’t buying Sulle’s seeming sincerity for a moment. “Why did you betray your own kind then?” Ashley had told me Sulle was a fire sorcerer, though I’d never seen him using his powers.

      “The Sentinel Order has tentacles in the upper reaches of the government and business community both in Lusteer and nationally. They were able to exert enormous pressure and I did the only thing I thought I could. Live to fight another day.”

      “Let others fight while you hide, you mean,” I said. “I didn’t see you when we retook the prison. Good people died that day.”

      “We have to chose our battles,” Sulle said. “If I had come out against the Order last year, I likely wouldn’t be able to help you against Duffy today.”

      I looked across at Jo, still scarcely able to believe that anyone could trust Sulle’s glib smiles and slick words.

      “Ashley accepted that Richard did what he had to,” Jo said. “We have no choice; we need him. He can get us into Verge Tower, and it’s his weapon that will finish Duffy.” She reached across and switched on two monitors, then opened up a laptop. The laptop, like everything else on the desk, was strapped down so it didn’t fall down when the van was in motion.

      “What weapon?” I asked

      “Have you thought about how to kill something as big and powerful as Duffy?” Sulle asked me.

      “One bite at a time,” I suggested. I’d pictured confronting Duffy, and I’d imagined him dead at my feet. My mind had skipped over the little bit in between where the dragon had to be defeated.

      “It would have to be a titanium weapon,” Sulle said. “But a massive one. So, the first problem is how to wield this massive weapon, right?”

      “A missile of some type,” I suggested.

      “Missiles aren’t made from titanium,” Sulle said. “And designing and constructing a missile in a few months is beyond even my capabilities. No, I settled on an idea much more ancient. I had a large ballista built, capable of firing a titanium spear twelve feet long and six inches thick. But Duffy is extremely mobile and not as stupid as we would wish. How can we get him within range of the ballista?”

      “To skip to the end of the story,” Jo said, her fingers flying over the keys of the laptop, “Sulle installed the ballista on a helicopter, and Rune, it’s your job to get the dragon onto the roof, so we can shoot him with it.” She pressed the enter key twice, and the monitor screens in front of her were no longer blank. Instead, in black and white, one showed a hallway; the other, a small foyer. Jo pressed the enter key twice more, and the feed changed to show other locations. “I’ll be able to track your progress from inside the van and advise you on the best route.”

      “You can access all the cameras inside the building?” I asked.

      “Of course she will. Verge Tower is still mine,” Sulle said, his eyes flashing, and for the first time, I saw genuine emotion in him. “I might have left temporarily, but I haven’t relinquished control of the place. For the purpose of this mission, I have given Jo Collier backdoor access to all the security footage, plus the ability to open and close the electronic doors.”

      “Haven’t we nattered enough?” Persia pulled a pair of black backpacks from underneath the desk. From the first one she drew a loaded crossbow, a small compact weapon similar to the one she’d shot me with the day before.

      “Well, no, we haven’t,” Sulle said. “I came to inform you about a problem.”

      Persia’s hand, reaching into the bag again, stilled. “What do you mean a problem?”

      “Flavini told me that you had everything ready,” Jo said, frowning.

      “This plan only spring into motion yesterday,” Sulle said. “Everything has been rushed.”

      “The day before yesterday we didn’t know Rune was going to arrive and volunteer,” Jo said. “And we have no idea when Duffy will hold another reception like this one again.”

      “And I told Flavini that I might be able to have the helicopter ready by this evening,” Sulle said.

      “And now?” Jo asked.

      “It’s still a might.”

      “That’s good enough for me.” Persia retrieved a second crossbow and placed both on the bench beside her. She then pulled a contraption of leather straps from the backpack—I tried and failed to figure out what it could be—and began to untangle it.

      “It’s not as simple as that. If we mess one attempt up, we might not get another,” Sulle said.

      “We should be able to get Rune into position without raising any alarms,” Jo said, indicating the monitors. “If the helicopter can’t fly tonight, then we should be able to extract him without any harm done.”

      “Why are you still here wasting time?” Persia asked Sulle. “Instead, you should be busting your ass getting everything ready.”

      “I don’t personally fuel the helicopter or tighten the bolts on the ballista.” Sulle stood and opened the back of the van. “But I’ll check on progress.”

      “Keep your radio on,” Jo said. “Keep us updated.”

      “Of course. I’ll want to hear all the nice things Rune has to say about me,” Sulle said, and he exited the van.

      Persia stood and strapped the leather contraption around her waist. Only then did I realized what it was: a weapons belt. Two large holsters draped down from either hip, and Persia tightened the bottom of them around her thighs. She sat back down on the bench and began to take metal arrows from the bag and slot them into place around the back of the weapons belt.

      “You are going inside with me then?” Even wielding crossbows loaded with titanium arrows, I was worried that Persia would be more hindrance than help against shades. I’d end up needing to save her, or worse, being unable to save her.

      “I didn’t spend countless hours in that training room you saw so I could sit inside a van while the action is happening,” Persia said.

      “Even so, what can you do against shades and sentinels?” I asked.

      Persia picked up a crossbow from the bench and pressed the loaded arrow against my temple. “You tell me. What can I do?”

      “I never said I had a problem with the idea.”

      “Any particular reason you want to be alone?” Persia asked.

      “Of course not.” I frowned, wondering what she thought I was hiding.

      “Good.” Persia holstered the crossbow, then put the second one in the other holster. Next to come out of the seemingly bottomless bag was a black coat. She stood, her short height meaning she didn’t need to crouch, then she put on the coat, its length covering up the weapons belt. “Let’s go then.” She kicked the empty bag back under the desk, then pulled out a second backpack. She picked that up, opened the back of the van, looked both ways, then hurried toward Verge Tower.

      I climbed out after her.

      “Rune, wait!” Jo called out. “Before you go, I want to mention something.”

      “What is it?” With twilight fast approaching, shadows were thickening and my view of the fast-walking Persia was already being obscured by darkness. “You better be quick.” I poked my head back inside.

      “Is your radio on?” Jo asked.

      I glanced down and saw that the red LED was on. “I can shut it off.”

      Jo hesitated before making a decision. “No, never mind. It can wait. Go, go.”

      “Are you sure?” First Persia thought I was hiding something, then Jo actually was. “Is it important?”

      “It can wait. Go.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and, with Persia no longer visible, decided I shouldn’t delay any longer. I gave Jo a nod and shut the van. I jogged after Persia, keeping close to the walls where the shadows were deepest.

      “Take the last left before reaching Verge Plaza, then, after a hundred yards, turn right down a small alleyway.” Jo’s voice came through the earpiece. “That’ll bring you to a side entrance mainly used for deliveries.”

      A few moments later, I spotted Persia taking the specified left. I slowed to a walk and crossed the road behind her. Her long coat did a decent job of hiding the weapons belt, though the bulky bag strapped to her back looked out of place.

      “What’s in the backpack?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      “Some essentials. Ropes, flashlight, grappling gun, netgun.”

      “A netgun with titanium netting?”

      “Of course. What good would it be otherwise?”

      I had been captured by such a net, and I could remember how large the loaded netguns were. No wonder the backpack was so bulky. It was a wonder that Persia's movements didn’t betray the weight she carried.

      “Where did you get all those advanced titanium weapons?”

      “They were stolen from the Order’s supplies. Could we just concentrate on the mission and save the chit chat?”

      She increased the speed of her walking, and I allowed myself to drift back. I wasn’t sure how much Persia and I would need each other over the course of the night, but I doubted we would work well together when I could barely get a civil word from her. Not that I could blame her. Because of me, she had spent the last eight months nursing the husk of her husband. How did one forgive something like that?

      Persia turned down an alleyway, then re-emerged a moment later, almost crashing into me. “Wait, stay back,” she warned in a whisper, then she hunkered down and peeked around the corner.

      “What’s going on?” Jo asked through the earpiece.

      “We aren’t the only ones who decided this entrance is a weak spot,” Persia said. “Others are here ahead of us.”

      “Who could they be?” Jo asked.

      Persia checked around the corner once more. “It’s too dark to tell from here, and too dangerous to get close.”

      “There’s another way in,” Jo said. “You’ll just have to loop round to the other side of the skyscraper.”

      I leaned back and looked up. The building in front of me was three stories high, topped with a flat roof. “Shouldn’t we learn who they are first?”

      “It’s not worth the danger of being discovered,” Jo said.

      “No danger.” I jumped onto the windowsill of the nearest window and grabbed hold of the upper lip.

      “We don’t know that they haven’t put anyone on the roof,” Persia whispered urgently.

      I ignored her; I crouched, then exploded upward, grabbing hold of the first floor window sill above, then swung my feet upward so I could hook one of them onto the edge of the same sill. I pulled myself up, then leaped again. What would be crazy acrobatics to an ordinary human was smooth and effortless to a sentinel. Within seconds, my hands were gripping the edge of the roof. I scanned the roof, and upon assuring myself that Persia’s fears were baseless, I climbed up. I hurried across to the far end. Once there, I lowered myself onto my belly and snaked up to the edge.

      With darkness arriving ever faster, the street below was a jumble of shadows that it took me a while for my eyes to adjust to and for my brain to make sense of. Gradually, I made out the two SUVs and a small truck between them, then began to note individual figures as they moved back and forth. Still, I wasn’t getting closer to figuring out who these people were until a man stepped through the light of a streetlamp. I recognized the barrel chested torso first, then a glimpse of his face confirmed his identity.

      It was Holliday.
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      I descended from the roof Persia and, following Jo’s instructions, took the long way round in getting to the other end of Verge Tower, wanting to avoid any further surprises. The alleyway leading up to this second entrance had been deserted. Jo had checked the CCTV footage, and no one was inside waiting for us. She buzzed the door open.

      I grabbed the door handle, then I hesitated.

      Persia looked one way, then the other. “What is it?” she asked. “What’s the problem?”

      “Are we sure about this?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Now you get cold feet?”

      I asked what had been on my mind as we’d silently navigated the empty streets doing a wide loop around Verge Tower. “What are Holliday and the Sentinel Order doing here? They seem to be intending to break in at the exact same time and place we are.” Holliday had mentioned to me that events in Lusteer were heating up and that he would be coming here soon.

      Persia shrugged. “The same as us, I guess. They know that the dragon is often asleep but is more vulnerable when awake. Or perhaps they have come to kneel before the dragon’s power.”

      I shook my head. “The Sentinel Order are no friends to Duffy or any other shade. Could we step aside and let them fight it out?”

      “A coward can always come up with some excuse to run away.” Persia pushed me aside and opened the door. “I’m going in. Up to you whether you come with me.”

      She walked inside and let the door swing closed behind her. I sighed, then I followed her.

      “Using elevators is too risky,” Jo said. “Take the back stairs.”

      Richard Sulle and Jo would have heard the argument over the radio, but they said nothing. I guessed that they would have spoken up if they intended to take my side, so I didn’t push for their opinion. Possibly, Sulle wouldn’t get the helicopter in the air, or the Order would Duffy attack before Persia and I revealed ourselves and we could sneak out the way we had come.

      The back stairs were narrow and steep with only intermittent lighting. Climbing floor after floor of stairs quickly became interminable. Persia was leading—because of course she was—and it wasn’t long before I detected signs of her fatigue, though she tried to hide them. I wanted to offer to carry the heavy backpack, but I suspected she’d consider the offer to be an insult.

      Exit at the next floor, a voice inside my head said.

      I slowed. A moment later, Jo’s voice came through the earpiece. “There’s movement two floors above you. Looks like they could be heading for the stairs.”

      Persia’s hand touched the crossbow at her hip. “Should we descend?”

      “No,” Jo said. “Go to the landing above you, then exit there.”

      Persia quickly did just that; I followed closely behind her.

      “Continue down the corridor to the end,” Jo instructed. “Wait there until we see which direction these two men are going.” We’d only just reached the end of the corridor when Jo spoke again, more urgently. “They are exiting at your floor. Find somewhere safe to hide.”

      I pointed toward an open floor office space filled with empty desks. We dashed for the first row of desks, ducked down behind them, then began to crawl further from the corridor.

      Footsteps sounded behind us, hard soles clicking against tiles.

      We passed through a doorway and into a darkened office, then we crawled behind a large wooden desk. I leaned my back against the desk. As Persia slid in beside me our shoulders touched, and she jerked away and instead positioned herself opposite me, her backpack against a window. We waited. Persia’s breath came fast, but her hand was steady on her holster. She might be tired but she was ready for action. The footsteps faded away.

      Several long moments passed. “Okay,” Jo said finally. “You are out of danger. The men picked up some boxes and left the floor you are on, which from what I can tell is now empty. However, the upper floors are busy. I recommend waiting where you are for the present.”

      “Let us know the moment things quieten down,” Persia said.

      “Okay,” Jo said.

      I shifted against the desk to get more comfortable. The voice which had given warning hadn’t been Jerome’s, and I didn’t want to think about who it actually belonged too. I reached down and pressed the button to click off the radio. The red LED went dead. I cast a significant glance at Persia.

      After several heartbeats of thought, she, too, turned off her radio. “We shouldn’t leave them off for too long,” she said. “What do you want?”

      “I hate that everything I say can be heard by Richard bloody Sulle.”

      “Then don’t speak.”

      I sighed. Persia’s unspoken anger was becoming hard to endure. “I want a truce,” I said.

      “A truce?”

      “You hate me and have every right to. But how well can we work together if you can’t look me in the eye, if you can barely talk to me?”

      Persia glared directly at me.

      “A die-now-scum stare wasn’t what I had in mind. How do I know you won’t look the other way if my life is threatened?”

      “Because those I stand beside at the start of the battle are the same ones I stand with, or lie beside, at the end.”

      In Persia’s mind, I had betrayed Noah, choosing our enemy’s side over his. It wasn’t that simple, but raking over old ground wasn’t going to help either of us. “I can’t undo what I did before.” Eight months alone had given me plenty of time to dwell on all the mistakes I had made. “I can only seek redemption through action. I intend on doing whatever I can to stop Duffy. And if I survive tonight, I’ll continue to fight against the Order.” Holliday had let me know that escape wasn’t an option for me. What I feared most was not defeat, but making bigger mistakes.

      “You hide for a year, then you’re back a day and already you’re some big savior. Excuse me if I don’t kiss your feet.”

      “Strangely, your angry words aren’t reassuring me that I can rely on you. Even if you just hesitate when I need you, that could nullify any help.” In honesty, I didn’t think Persia would actually be able to help much, even with her training and titanium weaponry, but having a silent raging person by my side felt like a heavy weight holding me down.

      “A truce,” Persia said slowly, dragging the word out. Then she said it again, more confidently: “A truce.”

      “Pretend you don’t hate my guts for one night.”

      “I can do that,” she said. “If you agree to be honest with me.”

      “About what.”

      “I’m not sure yet. You first. You asked for this truce, what do you need from me?”

      My first thought was to ask her what she thought I was hiding from her, but I decided to stick to safer ground. “Can you explain better what’s going to happen in Duffy’s reception? I’ve only the vaguest idea of our plan.”

      “Jo or Sulle can tell you better than I,” Persia said. “They are in charge of planning this mission.”

      “We switched off the radios.”

      “We can switch them on again,” Persia said.

      “Jo is staying in the van; she isn’t going into the dragon’s lair with me. And I have severe doubts that Sulle’s motivations are pure. I’d prefer you to explain it to me.”

      Persia took a deep breath, then nodded. “It’s hard, you know, to tune down emotions. For me, at least.”

      “For everyone,” I said. “So, this reception. I’ve been out of the city. I don’t understand why a dragon would host such a thing. Or why he’s allowed to. Why hasn’t the government reacted?”

      “They are too afraid too,” Persia said. “It’s not just Lusteer that the dragon has in the grip of his terror. Throughout the country, fire shades under the dragon’s control have infiltrated government buildings, military barracks, police stations, and they have filmed themselves with bombs that they chose not to detonate. So far no acts of terrorism have been committed outside Lusteer, but a quick browse through YouTube shows what the dragon is capable of.”

      “Duffy’s been much more proactive than I realized.” I remembered the store clerk’s devotion to Duffy. At the time, it hadn’t made sense Duffy would have such an advocate so far from Lusteer.

      “He’s active mainly via his followers. Since arriving, the dragon has rarely been seen outside this building. He sleeps for weeks at a time.”

      “But when sleeping, he is at his most powerful.”

      Persia nodded. “It’s when he has most control over fire shades. Or so it’s been reported.”

      “And these receptions?”

      “This is the fourth or fifth one he’s hosted,” Persia said. “Each one has been a single night affair, and each time, the guest list shows the dragon’s growing power.”

      “What kind of people turn up?”

      “The great and powerful of the city come to pay homage to its ruler,” Persia said. “It’s disgusting. The dragon was a beat policeman before he became possessed, and he has taken particular pleasure in humiliating those who he felt had slighted him, most notably, the police commissioner and a superintendent, but also a prosecutor from the district attorney’s office and a commissioner from the mayor’s office.”

      “Are these people forced to go?”

      Persia shook her head. “I wish I could say they were. These people kowtowing to a monster speaks to the worse of human nature. At the first reception, only a few low ranking public servants appeared. Of course, those who attended shot up the ladder at the expense of those who refused an invitation. It turns out that a great many public officials will to do whatever it takes to hold onto their little corner of power.”

      I grimaced. “What about Mayor Maxwell.” I had liked the man, and I hated the thought that he, too, was in Duffy’s pocket.

      “The mayor hasn’t appeared before the dragon. He tries to keep the city running as best as possible and uses his position to countermand the worse of what the dragon’s sycophants would have happen. Still, he hasn’t spoken up strongly against the dragon either. Some question his courage and call him the worse kind of traitor; others think he’s making the best of an appalling situation.”

      I wasn’t sure how what I had just learned would help me but at least I understood the situation better. “So Duffy hasn’t left Verge Tower since he’s arrived; my job is to lure him on the roof so Sulle can get his helicopter close enough to fire a titanium spear at him? That’s a lot of moving parts.” Even if I trusted Sulle—which I certainly did not.

      “Defeating such a creature was never going to be easy. To be honest I’m surprised they came up with a viable plan at all,” Persia said. “Should we switch these radios back on? It’s been a while.”

      I nodded, then flicked the switch.

      “Switch on Lusteer News Network,” Sulle was saying just as the radio came back on.

      “We don’t have a TV,” I said immediately.

      “I was talking to Jo,” Sulle said. “Where did you two disappear to?”

      “We went radio silent for a short time,” I said. “We needed to clarify some issues.”

      “Is that what the young people are calling it these days?” Sulle asked.

      “I’m married,” Persia said, her voice almost a growl. “And not to this fool.”

      “What’s on the news?” I asked.

      “I just started watching,” Jo said. Then, after a pause. “Fred Hanson just announced that Mayor Maxwell is due to arrive to acknowledge the dragon as the ruler of Lusteer.”

      “Tyrant of Lusteer,” Persia muttered.

      “And from what I can tell,” Jo continued, “Fred Hanson has cameras inside the reception. Rune, if you confront Duffy tonight, there’s a good chance it’ll happen on live TV.”
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      “Live TV? Is that good or bad?” I asked.

      “Depends on whether you shit your pants or merely piss in them when you face the dragon,” Persia suggested. “Though either way, it could be worth recording for prosperity.”

      “I thought Mayor Maxwell was refusing to meet Duffy,” I said.

      “That appears to have changed,” Sulle said. “Though I heard no rumors that this would happen tonight.”

      “For one reason or another, the whole of Lusteer wants to gatecrash Duffy’s reception, it seems,” I said.

      “And those who aren’t there are watching everything unfold on their televisions,” Jo said. “Right now, Fred Hanson is breathlessly commentating on the fact that nothing is happening while the camera pans back and forth on a rapidly-filling room. The good news is that, with everyone heading to the reception, few shades are guarding or patrolling.”

      “I also have good news,” Sulle said. “The helicopter is almost ready to fly.”

      Persia pushed herself to her feet. “We should go then. This could be our opportunity.”

      “Do you agree, Jo?” I asked. “Or is the extra attention going to make impossible something that was already difficult?”

      Persia coughed, and the word “coward” was thinly disguised within that cough.

      “I just don’t know,” Jo said.

      Persia had left the darkened office, and she was crossing rapidly through the open-plan workspace. “And I thought you’d do whatever it took to undo you mistakes.”

      That was what I’d said. I’d even thought that defeating Duffy, whether I lived or died, was the only possible path for me, flirting with the idea that dying in the process could be for the best. But with a confrontation with the giant beast so close, wriggling doubts banished noble thoughts. Still, I got to my feet and took after Persia, catching up with her as she entered the stairwell.

      We resumed ascending the stairs in the darkness, Persia just ahead, me trudging up behind her. I paused to stick my head over the banister, looked up, then down, and could see no sign of the interminable stairs ending in either direction. The dry air was thick with dust. Elevators, not stairs, were intended to be used in skyscrapers, certainly for getting from the top to the bottom.

      “Did you ever find the sentinel power, when you had it, a curse?” I asked, wanting to break the dark monotony.

      “No,” Persia said.

      “I did. Not always, but more often than not.”

      “I would have liked a chance to make a decision for myself, not have my powers stripped from me.” Persia had shifted from refusing to talk to me, to aiming not-too-subtle barbs at me at every opportunity. It was an improvement.

      “The ironic thing is that the Searing took power from every fire sentinel except the one I wanted most to deprive of power. Myself.”

      Persia came to a sudden stop and turned. “And did you consider how selfish that was?”

      “I wanted to do the right thing.” Why could I never do the right thing?

      “Every fire sentinel in the world lost their power because you made a choice that you thought might benefit yourself.”

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Every. Single. One.”

      We resumed ascending. After several more flights of silent climbing, Jo’s voice came through the earpiece. “You are two levels below where I plan for you to exit. Everything looks good, but be wary.”

      “Finally,” I muttered. I had quickly come to a point where I didn’t care what faced me, I just wanted out of this stagnant suffocating stairwell.

      I crowded close to Persia as she pushed open the stairwell door, and we both exited into a dimly lit corridor.

      “I have multiple blind spots close to the reception room,” Jo told us.

      “So we’re going to be running blind where we’ll most need your help,” Persia said. “You could have mentioned that earlier.”

      “The top floors were rearranged by a rampaging dragon plowing through them, and in the process many security cameras were knocked out,” Sulle said.

      “Luckily we can see what’s happening in the reception room via the television cameras,” Jo said. “Anticipation is growing. From what Fred Hanson is saying, they are expecting Mayor Maxwell to arrive at any moment.”

      “Top floors rearranged—what exactly does that mean?” I asked.

      “As you can imagine, the building wasn’t designed to be dragon-accessible,” Sulle said, anger flaring in his voice. “When the beast decided to make my headquarters its new home, it broke a hole in my roof, then smashed through floors and roofs to make a space big enough to house himself. Luckily, it was night and no one was killed or injured. Since then, workmen have added a makeshift ceiling and papered over some of the cracks.”

      “Turn right up here,” Jo said.

      Persia paused momentarily at the junction, then took the right Jo had specified. Just as I was about to follow her, I heard a noise behind me and turned.

      I paused, seeing Ally, who had just turned the corner. I raised my hands, ready to summon fireswords, but Ally made no move to attack. Frozen mid-stride, she stared straight at me, a tense expression on her face. Although she had shot a fireball at me the last time we’d met, I lowered my hands and put all thought of fireswords from my mind. The child Ally had been wasn’t a violent person—far from it—and I didn’t want to encourage the tendencies of the elemental within here.

      Ally shuffled forward a few steps, her lips twitching into the beginnings of a scowl, then she stilled. She turned and went back the way she had come.

      “Slow down, Persia,” Jo said through the earpiece. “You are about to go out of view, but you’re close to the dragon’s reception room. Both of you, keep your voices low from this point on. Rune, why have you stopped?”

      “I thought I heard something,” I said. I would have told Jo about Ally if I could have communicated with just her, but I didn’t want to mention her presence to the other two. Duffy’s control of the fire shades was reduced while he was awake, and he was likely distracted by what was happening around him. Ally had decided not to attack me, and I was willing to trust that she wouldn’t betray our presence, but it was hard to justify that decision to those who didn’t know Ally.

      Persia was no longer in view ahead of me, so I sped up to catch up with her. The corridor turned to the left, and I came upon Persia, on her belly, snaking toward a jagged edge on the floor. The second half of the corridor had been ripped out. Opposite, horizontal and vertical scars showed where floors and walls used to be. I got down on my hands and knees and crawled after Persia. A bubble of noise rolled toward me.

      Persia came to a stop, her head just short of the serrated end to the floor. I crawled alongside her, then I got down on my stomach and inched onward.

      Persia grabbed my shoulder. “Not so close,” she whispered. “You’ll be seen.”

      “Isn’t that the whole point?” I was to be bait after all.

      “Not until everything is ready,” Persia said.

      “I need to know what faces me.” I brushed Persia’s hand off and snaked forward until I could peek over the edge. My view was half blocked by a mess of cables which had been sheared off when the floor was destroyed. I figured those cables would do a good job of hiding me from view against a casual upward look.

      At least two floors and a great many walls were gone, creating a big cavernous space. The half open corridor where Persia and I lay was halfway up one wall of that space. Throughout, the damage had been roughly patched up, and any rubble had been cleared away. Just below me a giant ramp led to the right. The ramp, makeshift though sturdy, was made of wood, planks of plywood laid on thick pillars supported by crossbeams. I twisted my head to the side to follow its upward trajectory all the way to a giant hole in the ceiling through which I could see stars.

      The roof, too, had been patched up with the hole having been chiseled into a regular rectangular shape. A metal frame, holding a wide pane of glass, had been attached to the outside of the hole. I had to shift my position and lean out further to get a view of the left hand side of the room. Two long tables forming a wide V-shape faced away from me, and sitting at the table were two dozen men and women in business wear. Even from just seeing their backs, I could sense their nervousness. Those who held onto their power in Lusteer by bowing to Duffy did not sit easily in their seats.

      The rumble of noise came from Duffy’s fire shades, who moved freely about the room, chatting as though they were at a casual dinner party. Most of them wore the shapeless robes of shifters. I shuffled to my left until I could see the far end of the room.

      And I saw him for the first time.

      A swooning dizziness made me feel like I was going to sink through the floor. If I hadn’t already been lying down, I would have fallen over. I had seen him on the television; I had known for over a day that I would need to face him—still, I wasn’t prepared for seeing him in the flesh. My palm pushed downward as I steadied myself.

      Even with his wings wrapped around his body, he was bigger than a double-decker bus. A sinuous long neck curled across his front, coming to rest on an oversized leg. His scales, yellow patterned with red, glittered like ruby gemstones embedded in gold, and through slitted eye sockets, his eyes glowed with an orange fire.

      I felt as small as an insect.

      What hope did I have against that?
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      Once I had recovered from the immediate shock, I noticed two other people I recognized standing close to the dragon. Dennis stood in the shadow of Duffy’s right shoulder. The boy had a grim expression on his face; he had never been one for smiling. On the other side of Duffy, in the corner, Fred Hanson held a microphone. Though I couldn’t hear what he was saying, he was clearly talking excitedly. The camera, however, was not aimed at either Duffy or Fred Hanson, but rather at a doorway. The reason for that became clear when the door opened and Mayor Maxwell walked in. He was alone.

      WELCOME. A deep sonorous voice sounded inside my head. YOU HAVE COME TO ME AT LAST.

      I glanced behind at Persia and could tell from the startled expression on her face that she, too, had heard the voice. For once, I wasn’t alone in hearing foreign thoughts inside my head.

      “Does he know we are here?” Persia whispered, a tremble in her voice.

      I shook my head. “Mayor Maxwell just entered, and Duffy is addressing him.”

      I fondly remember a time when there was only one voice in my head, I thought.

      Amen, brother, Jerome thought. 

      I fingered the barbed wire necklace. I meant my own thoughts, not yours.

      How quickly you’ve become accustomed to trusting strange voices, Jerome thought.

      Not now, I thought.

      I returned my attention to what was happening below, watching as the mayor moved through groups of clustered shades. Slowly, grudgingly, they moved aside to allow him to pass. The dragon’s head rotated to follow Mayor Maxwell’s progress, but the mayor kept his gaze low, not acknowledging the stare of those fiery orange eyes. Persia’s shoulder touched mine as she crept closer to the edge. The mayor stopped when he reached the apex of the wide V formed by the two tables. All talk had died down. The mayor turned to look to one side, then the other. Those seated at the tables all studiously avoided his gaze.

      KNEEL. Duffy’s thought filled the room.

      Mayor Maxwell shook his head without looking up.

      KNEEL. Duffy’s thought had an oppressive weight to it. It wasn’t even addressed at me, and I found myself wanting to obey. The mayor half stumbled, and, for a moment, appeared about to fall to his knees. Then he steadied and raised his chin to look directly at Duffy. “No,” he said.

      A PLACE AT THE HEAD OF MY TABLE AWAITS YOU. BUT YOU KNOW THE PRICE.

      “I cannot,” the mayor said.

      ARE YOU SO PROUD? DO YOUR KNEES NOT BEND?

      The mayor managed a chuckle; he was braver than I, braver than anyone else in the room. “It’s true that my joints have stiffened with old age.” He smiled. “But my knees bend as quick as the next man’s. And my personal pride, after many years in politics, has been bent so many times, it’s as malleable as soft clay.”

      YOU BABBLE LIKE A POLITICIAN.

      “Of course.” The mayor smiled again. “Babbling is our great art form. But to, for once, break ranks and actually come to a point—personally, I have no objection to kneeling to you; as the official representative of the city of Lusteer, however, I can not, will not kneel before an alien entity.”

      WHY DID YOU COME SO?

      “I came because I believed I must in the best interests of this city and its inhabitants. Not to offer fealty or pledge loyalty, but to request something.”

      YOU OFFER NOTHING, AND YET EXPECT MY HELP. DO YOU KNOW ME SO LITTLE?

      “I’m not sure I expect it.” He spread his arms out wide. “And yet, despite my fear, I came alone and in person. That will tell you how desperate I am.”

      I THOUGHT YOU WERE GETTING TO THE POINT. The dragon’s head, which tended to sway from side to side to punctuate his thoughts now fell back to rest on one leg.

      “I have had word from the national government,” the mayor said. “They have declared Lusteer to be in a state of war, and orders—the exact nature of them secret—have been given to retake the city.”

      YOU THINK I FEAR THEM?

      “No, of course not. But that’s not all,” the mayor said. “New laws have been enacted, which means that killing a shade within the environs of this city will not be considered a crime, but rather a service to the country.” The mayor turned his head to look at those behind him. “Under the new laws, not only will you no longer be considered humans to be protected, but you will be treated as vermin to be eradicated.”

      One shade, a tall gangly man, leaped toward the mayor, transforming into a lion.

      STOP.

      The order froze the lion mid-leap. His legs turned limp, and he collapsed in a heap at the mayor’s feet.

      Duffy arched his back until his massive head pointed at the mayor like a cobra about to strike. YOU DARE COME HERE TO THREATEN ME.

      The mayor, his spine erect, didn’t take a backward step. He raised his voice. “These actions happened above me. Believe me, I hate these new laws. I consider them despicable, a disgrace to the country. They will tear this city apart. You might have nothing to fear, but your people will be in great danger. I fear that life for shades in Lusteer—and in the rest of the world—will never be the same.”

      DON’T PRETEND TO CARE ABOUT US.

      “I am a guardian of this city and all its inhabitants. There is only one way to prevent terrible bloodshed and a war that no one wants. I came to ask you to leave the city.”

      YOU EXPECT ME TO JUST GET UP AND LEAVE. BECAUSE YOU ASKED NICELY.

      I felt a sudden compulsion to laugh. A snicker left my mouth before I managed to stop myself. Beside me, Persia covered her mouth with a hand. The lion-shade who had transformed back into human form was giggling loudly, and many others around him, including those seated at the tables, were in hysterics. The only one whose shoulders were not shaking was the dragon himself. He was provoking the urge in others, not laughing himself.

      The mayor, trying to answer, kept having to start again when laughter choked off his words. Finally, he managed to compose himself. “I’ve talked to those who knew you before, and I know you were a tireless law enforcement officer who worked selflessly for the city.” He paused to wipe laughter tears from his eyes.

      To my mind, the mayor was either misinformed or exaggerating in an effort to flatter the dragon. Connor Duffy as a policeman was never selfless. He was someone who put himself first, second and third.

      FOR ALL MY TOIL AS A POLICEMAN, MY ONLY REWARD WAS SCRAPS FROM THE TABLE OF THOSE WHO HELD REAL POWER.

      “You returned here because you love the city,” the mayor said. “I understand that. Outsiders often don’t understand the appeal, but those of us who have lived here know how this city can get under our skin and become a part of us. However, due to outside forces, your presence here will harm Lusteer.” The mayor stretched out an arm. “I plead with you, for the love you bear the city, leave it, tonight. In return, I promise to have those laws revoked.”

      THIS IS MY HOME.

      “It’s all our homes. That’s why—”

      NO. THIS IS NOW MY HOME. EVERYONE ELSE STAYS AT MY PLEASURE.

      Duffy’s gaze shifted toward Dennis, and the boy stepped forward. Though only thirteen years old, Dennis not only admitted to sadist impulses, but boasted of them. He continued to look grim, but a jauntiness in his step spoke of bad things coming for Mayor Maxwell.

      AND YOU DON’T GET TO LEAVE HERE WITHOUT KNEELING TO ME.

      The mayor's gaze flickered from side to side, and for the first time a note of fear entered his voice. “Walker and his Sentinel Order are behind this move. They are your true enemy, not me. I am only useful if I retain my autonomy.”

      “Are you watching all of this, Jo?” I whispered.

      “Undoubtedly, the whole city is. It’s live on LNN,” Jo said. “Fred Hanson explained how Duffy communicates telepathically and is relating his thoughts for those of us not in the room.”

      Dennis stretched out an arm, and a small circle of fire blinked into existence, encircling the mayor’s still outstretched forearm. “Don’t move a muscle,” Dennis said.

      The mayor’s forearm quivered and he screamed.

      Dennis stepped closer. “You did that to yourself. I warned you to remain still.”

      I pushed myself off my belly and onto my knees, then I stood, scanning the room looking for any indication that someone would make a move to stop the mayor’s torture.

      Persia grabbed my pant leg. “Get down,” she whispered urgently.

      I was in no danger of being spotted, though, with everyone’s attention on the mayor and the burning ring of fire around his arm. I didn’t know the mayor that well, but, in my experience, he always did the right thing when it mattered most, the opposite of most politicians, and my respect for him had multiplied in the last few minutes. He didn’t deserve whatever Dennis had planned for him.

      “We should make our move now,” I said, no longer whispering.

      “We can’t,” Sulle said. “Not yet. I need more time.”

      Sweat dripped down the mayor’s face. His features were contorted in pain, and a black scorch mark showed where the flames had already touched his skin. His arm trembled. He wouldn’t be able to remain still much longer.

      “There’s no more time.” I jumped, landing on one knee by the base of the ramp. The closest shades scattered back out of my way.

      “You idiot,” Sulle said through the earpiece. “The helicopter hasn’t even lifted off yet. Drawing Duffy onto the roof now would be useless. Worse than useless, even, since it would give away our plan.”

      Duffy turned his yellow eyes my way. His mouth opened, displaying a row of white fangs—it was the ugliness smile I’d ever seen.

      “I hope you have a plan, Rune,” Jo said.

      I wished I had a plan. “Beelzebub,” I said.
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      RUNE RUSSELL. I KNEW I WOULD MEET YOU AT SOME STAGE, THOUGH I DIDN’T EXPECT YOU TO ARRIVE SO UNEXPECTEDLY. Duffy’s head tilted toward Mayor Maxwell. SO YOU DIDN’T COME ALONE. WHAT THOUGH DID YOU THINK A SINGLE FIRE SENTINEL COULD DO AGAINST ME?

      “I didn’t bring him,” the mayor said though clenched teeth, his arm still outstretched. Underneath the ring of fire, the blackness stretched outward.

      “I came alone. Put your torturer on hold so we can talk,” I said, trying not to sound as foolish as I felt. Was this another of my idiot mistakes? I’d wallowed in regret about how I’d caused the Searing, gotten Pete involved over his head, killed Sash, yet here I was, acting rashly once again, not listening to any objections. But what had been the alternative? I couldn’t just watch Dennis burn the mayor’s arm off.

      The fire disappeared. The mayor collapsed to the ground, cradling his arm to his body. “Thank God,” he gasped.

      I DIDN’T GIVE THAT ORDER. Duffy’s attention now shifted toward Dennis.

      “I anticipated your instructions, my glorious and shiny leader,” Dennis said.

      YOUR INSOLENCE IS OCCASIONALLY AMUSING. BUT DON’T PUSH IT. As Duffy’s body stirred, his scales twinkled with reflected light, red and yellow sparks that flowed across him,

      “I can only be myself. I’m willing to accept the consequences of wherever that leads.” Dennis bowed his head in Duffy’s direction. “If it comes to it, I will consider dying by your hand to be a great and wonderful honor.”

      Duffy turned his attention back on me. I CAN’T HELP BUT ADMIRE THE BOY’S INSANITY. CRAZY THROUGH AND THROUGH. WHY DID YOU CALL ME BEELZEBUB?

      “He was one of the seven princes of hell, also known as the Lord of the Flyers. It seemed appropriate.” It had simply been an exclamation, but I needed to delay Duffy until Sulle’s helicopter was ready.

      ONE OF THE PRINCES OF HELL? I THINK I PREFER THAT TO MY HUMAN NAME. FROM NOW ON NO ONE WILL CALL ME BY THE POLICEMAN’S NAME.

      “Yes, Beelzebub,” a chorus of voices said all around me, I had to resist the urge to chant along with everyone else.

      “You want to name yourself after a demon.” I glanced over at Fred Hanson who continued to narrate events in front of the camera; we were still on live TV. “Shouldn’t you check with your P.R. department first? Maybe Satan is still available?”

      BEELZEBUB WORKS FINE. YOU THINK I FEAR BEING BRANDED AS EVIL? NO! GOOD VERSUS EVIL IS FOR STORYBOOKS; POWER IS ALL THAT MATTERS.

      “That’s not true.”

      ASK THOSE SITTING BEFORE ME. Duffy—I wasn’t going to think of him as Beelzebub, regardless of what he wanted—nodded his head toward those of Lusteer’s elite at the tables. THE GREAT AND POWERFUL OF THE CITY OF LUSTEER ALL COME TO SIT AT MY FEET. WHEN I WAS A POLICEMAN, A LOYAL SERVANT OF THE CITY, NONE OF THEM WOULD GIVE ME THE TIME OF DAY. NOW EACH OF THEM IS WILLING TO HAIL ME, BEELZEBUB, AS THEIR GOD. I THOUGHT I UNDERSTOOD SOMETHING OF HOW PLIABLE HUMAN VALUES ARE, BUT EVEN I WAS SURPRISED AT HOW QUICKLY THE DOGS CAME TO HEEL.

      “Not everyone. Not Mayor Maxwell, for instance,” I said, though, at that moment, the mayor wasn’t exactly a poster child for strength. He sat huddled on the floor, clutching his arm to his body, staring at Duffy with wide eyes.

      YOU HAVE GROWN A LITTLE SINCE WE LAST MET, RUNE RUSSELL, LAST OF THE FIRE SENTINELS. Duffy head turned to look into the camera, his neck twisting sinuously. THE YOUNG SENTINEL WAS PARTY TO MY BIRTH. IT WAS HE WHO FORCED THREE ELEMENTALS INSIDE ME. AT FIRST, I WAS FILLED WITH HATRED AT WHAT HE HAD DONE. THEN I LOST ALL CONCEPT OF THOUGHT AND TIME AS THE ELEMENTALS FOUGHT EACH OTHER WITH MY BODY AS THEIR BATTLEGROUND. AFTERWARD THOUGH, WHEN I BECAME BEELZEBUB, I NO LONGER HATED RUNE RUSSELL. INSTEAD, I BECAME GRATEFUL. The dragon’s head almost touched the ceiling three stories up as his forelegs straightened. His back tilted, then straightened again as he pushed upward with his back legs. Standing instead of lying—and looking twice as big because of it—the dragon turned his head to face me once more. YOU HAVE GROWN, RUNE RUSSELL, BUT NOT LIKE I HAVE.

      “Growing…” I stopped speaking, realizing my voice had become a squeak. I swallowed and tried again. “Growing up isn’t just about bulk,” I said, putting as much forcefulness as I could summon into my voice; it was no time to be afraid.

      Now is the perfect time to be afraid, Jerome thought. Also a good time for escape plans. And a bad time to be practicing your schoolboy insults.

      Not now, Jerome.

      Often I’ve found it funny to be carried along for a ride by an idiot. There are times, though, that I wish that my existence relied on more sensible decision making. I guess one can dream.

      Not now. “Where it matters, you haven’t grown at all,” I continued. “Rather, you’ve regressed to a dumb one-note villain. Kneel before Be Zr Bub. Ha!”

      Duffy puffed smoke from his nostrils. THOSE WHO ARE SMALL CLAIM SIZE ISN’T IMPORTANT. THOSE WHO ARE POWERLESS PRETEND POWER DOESN’T MATTER. THOSE WHO ARE WEAK CRY OUT THAT STRENGTH DOESN’T DEFINE THEM.

      “And those who are full of shit are always trying to spew their shit onto others.”

      SAME OLD RUNE RUSSELL, NEVER KNOWING WHEN TO KEEP YOUR MOUTH SHUT. Laughter bubbled up around him, and I had to suppress my own urge to laugh.

      “Telepathic tricks is all you really have,” I said. “This whole show is a sham. A lie to impress those watching on TV.”

      THROUGHOUT THE COUNTRY, MY FOLLOWING IS GROWING. PEOPLE ONLY FEEL SAFE WHEN THEY ARE PART OF A STRONG PACK, AND THEY ARE MOST CONTENT WHEN LED BY AN ALPHA THEY RESPECT AND WHO OTHERS FEAR.

      I glanced back up at the giant window and the stars beyond, then leaned my chin against my chest so I could mutter in a low voice and still be understood via the radio. “Sulle. Tell me the helicopter is overhead.”

      “Of course not,” Sulle said. “Weren’t you listening? It’s not in the air yet.”

      So much for my delaying tactics.

      A tactic, Jerome thought. Is this what you have decided to call this suicidal leap?

      “True strength would draw followers without needing to resort to torture!” I shouted. “You cannot prevail. I will not surrender. The mayor will not surrender. The city will not surrender.”

      THERE WILL ALWAYS BE SOME WHO RESIST. Duffy’s neck stretched out until his head was close to the mayor. Then, without warning, he opened his mouth and breathed fire. The mayor screamed, and shades who’d been close scattered backward. The mayor's body, wreathed in flames, rolled over twice, then stilled. His heart-wrenching scream lasted another heartbeat, then that, too, died.

      I started forward, then stopped, knowing there was nothing I could do.

      THE PEOPLE OF LUSTEER VOTED HIM CITY MAYOR. HE THOUGHT THAT MEANT HE WAS IMPORTANT.

      Heat coming from the burning body touched my skin; the stench of burning flesh was sickening. The dragon leaned back on his back legs, black smoke hugging his body. His front legs rose into the air, and his wings opened up, though not to their full width—even this massive room didn’t allow Duffy to display his full wingspan. Still, he was big enough to make the place feel as claustrophobic as a sealed coffin. The fire from the mayor’s body cast a red light that made the dragon’s scales glow.

      TIMES HAVE CHANGED. NOW ALL POWER COMES THROUGH ME. IT’S TIME FOR A CHOICE, RUNE RUSSELL. SUBMISSION OR DEATH?

      Sensing shades closing in, I summoned my fireswords.

      YOU SAID SIZE DOESN’T MATTER. YET YOU SEEK TO THREATEN ME WITH SWORDS NOT LONG ENOUGH TO PENETRATE MY SCALES. AND YOU DON’T EVEN HAVE A CHANCE OF REACHING ME.

      Every shade in the room charged me.
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      I fled, keeping my head half turned to watch what was coming. The chasing shades were striking out at each other, fighting to be the first to reach me.

      “Run up the ramp!” Persia shouted.

      I tried to, but within moments, a flurry of fireballs forced me to dive to the side. Shifters were transforming as they ran toward me, turning into lions, giant snakes, man-sized phoenixes and an assortment of other beasts. I climbed up the crossbeams, swinging back up onto the ramp halfway up. Fireballs continued to whiz through the air; I dodged those I could avoid and used my fireswords to block the ones I couldn’t as I continued to sprint upward.

      “Am I aiming for the roof?” I shouted.

      “No,” Persia said. “Look for me.”

      I scanned the wall to my left, looking through jagged holes into meeting rooms and offices until I located the corridor where Persia stood, holding a gun pointed at the ceiling. She fired it. I realized what type of gun it was and why it was aimed upward when a spike embedded itself in the ceiling, a rope dangling from it. Persia didn’t hesitate; she immediately swung toward the upper reaches of the ramp.

      Sensing an attack, I dived to the side. A shifter-lion landed just beside me. From my back, I kicked out with both legs, knocking the lion off the ramp, then leaped back to my feet and charged further upward. Shifters bounded upward alongside me, and I struck out to either side at once with my fireswords, keeping them at arm’s length. The top of Persia’s arc took her above all of us. As she began to swing back, I put in a burst of speed to outpace my pursuers and leaped. For a moment I thought I’d mistimed and was about to fall into the milling group of shades below.

      Then my arms snagged Persia’s waist, and we both swung away from the ramp. Unfortunately, by latching onto Persia, I had slowed the momentum of her swing, and, as we begun to slow, I realized that we weren’t going to make it back to the wall. Still hanging onto Persia’s waist, I flipped my legs backward behind me, and then, when the swing ended I threw them forward and upward. My sentinel acrobatics didn’t fail me—I landed feet first on the edge of the corridor, teetering for only an instant before gaining my balance. I turned around to see Persia swing back toward the ramp and the awaiting shifters. One creature—a vicious looking thing with mouthful of sharp fangs—leaped for her. She twisted in mid air to avoid his bite and managed to get both feet on his chest to kick away from him.

      And then she was swinging back and away from the shifters. My sigh of relief was cut short when I realized she was going to stop well short of me. I reached to the side with my left hand and fumbled with the loose plaster at the end of the wall until I got a firm grip on something solid, then leaned forward and stretched out my right hand. “Grab hold!” I shouted.

      Persia, spinning slowly, reached out with one hand. The closer she got, the more she slowed, until, with our fingers agonizingly close to touching, she began to drift away from me.

      “Crap!” I exclaimed. Persia was swinging straight back toward a group of shifters which were leaping up and down in anticipation, and I couldn’t help her. My fireswords were useless at a distance. I could draw on my fire magic, I thought, then I dismissed the idea. My magic would draw elementals from Brimstone—despite the Searing, that hadn’t changed—and Duffy was an obtrusive lesson on the dangers of that.

      I had to do something, though, as Persia swung back toward the ramp. Two giant phoenixes, their wings flapping rapidly, had taken to the air, and several lions and other werebeasts watched with slavering jaws as Persia, unable to slow her momentum, headed directly for them.

      She almost didn’t make it that far as a fireball blazed toward her. She kicked her legs upward and to the left, managing to get her body to sway clear of the fireball. Then she drew one of her crossbows from the holster at her side, and she shot at one of the lions. She managed to hit him in the shoulder, which was an incredible shot considering how much she was swaying and spinning. The lion went down with a howl. She threw her spent crossbow, and that hit another werebeast in the nose. She drew her second crossbow, aiming it at each of the front row of waiting creatures. They backed away, or merely hesitated—either way, she came to the end of her arc unharmed and began to swing back once more. The days and hours she’d spent training had certainly not been wasted; it had been an incredible escape for someone with no supernatural power. However, as her swing brought her back toward me, she still needed help—one of the phoenixes was diving toward her, and with each swing she was losing momentum.

      I knelt down and grabbed one of the electricity cables which dangled from the floor. I gave it a strong tug; it pulled free. Cursing, I chose another cable. I tugged, though not quite as hard as the first time; it held. It wasn’t something I wanted to trust both our lives to, but I didn’t have much choice. I reeled in the cable until I held the far end in one hand, then I threw myself off the end of the corridor and at Persia.

      Seeing me coming for her, she holstered the crossbow.

      “Grab hold of me!” I shouted just as I collided into her. The impact almost made me lose my grip on the cable. Persia let go of the grappling gun. One hand grabbed hold of my shirt, and as we both tumbled downward she managed to wrap an arm around my waist.

      I couldn’t spare a hand to help her hold on. My left held onto the cable, and I summoned a firesword with the other and swung it at the giant phoenix which had been coming up behind Persia. I hit a wing, and the phoenix fell away from us.

      We jolted to a sudden stop. Then the electricity cable gave, and we spiraled downward once more. It stopped us again, and this time held—though for how long, I had no idea. I dismissed the firesword, reached down, and grabbed hold of Persia’s forearm. “Let go of me,” I said.

      “I can climb up you,” she said.

      “Let go,” I repeated. “You won’t fall.” Two snakes were slithering up the nearby wall, and below, a lion jumped up at us and just fell short. The second phoenix was waiting for a chance to strike from above, and the fire sorcerers would undoubtedly be preparing more fireballs. “We don’t have any time.”

      With her face upturned, her eyes scanned my face. Then she gave a sharp nod and released my waist. My grip on her forearm kept her from falling. I swung her back behind me, then forward, then back again, further this time. Once her momentum brought her swinging out in front of me for a second time, I used all my sentinel strength to thrust her upward. I anxiously watched her ascent, hoping I had judged correctly; I needed to throw her a floor and a half to get her back to the corridor.

      I had actually thrown her too hard, and she crashed into the ceiling of the corridor and tumbled to the floor—better than leaving her short.

      Hand over hand, I rapidly climbed up the cable. Within seconds, I had reached Persia who, seemingly unhurt, scrambled to her feet, then fled down the corridor. I turned back to see a phoenix diving for me, but he swooped away once I summoned my fireswords.

      I scanned the room. In the corner, Fred Hanson and his cameraman continued to record everything. The flames had died away, having reduced the mayor’s body to an ugly lump of charcoal. Strangely, Duffy had returned to a lying position and was watching expressionlessly; since burning the mayor, he’d left everything to his underlings. The snakes on the walls were climbing higher, and other shifters were scrambling for the exits. I fled.

      CAPTURE HIM.

      Duffy’s thought reverberated through my mind as I caught up with Persia. “Jo!” I shouted. “Where can we go?”

      “I’m not sure,” Jo said. “I’m flicking through the camera feeds looking for a safe route, but the shades are spilling into every corridor.”

      “Look.” Persia halted at a T-junction and pointed to the left where a young girl was beckoning us—Ally.

      “This way,” Ally said.

      Persia looked across at me.

      “We can trust her,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” Persia asked.

      I wasn’t, and I didn’t want to make another stupid mistake. “We can trust her,” I repeated.

      We ran toward her. Ally, seeing us follow, turned to lead the way, also running. I outpaced Persia in keeping up with Ally, though I made sure not to get too far enough ahead that Persia could lose contact. After dashing down several long corridors, Ally turned into a plush office. She slowed and approached a full sized portrait of a man which had been slashed enough that the face was unrecognizable. She pushed a button on the frame and the portrait swung open. She went through the secret doorway.

      The portrait could only be of one person—I could almost recognize the suit and shiny shoes—but I pressed together the pieces of the painting that had been slashed apart until I could see Sulle’s face smiling down at me. Persia was just coming up behind me. “Welcome to my parlor,” I said.

      She didn’t reply, just moved past me and into the secret chamber. I followed, pulling the portrait closed behind me. It shut with a click.

      We were in a large room that I instantly recognized. Weapons of all types—swords, battleaxes, bows, spears, even a replica of a Klingon bat’leth—hung from the walls. Two shoulder-high wooden partitions ran down the center of the room, each one hold even more weapons. I quickly spotted the pair of crossed short swords which had been the inspiration for my fireswords.

      “Where are you two?” Jo asked. “I lost you both.”

      “We are in Sulle’s weapon’s room,” I said.

      “He has a weapon’s room?” Jo asked.

      “He does,” Sulle said. “And there are no cameras inside. Good hiding place.”

      “And only one entrance,” Ally said. “And no one here except me knows about it.”

      I nodded toward the small elevator at the other side of the room. “What about that?” I asked.

      “That elevator needs a special code or key,” Ally said. “No one has been able to operate it.”

      “I recognize that voice,” Jo said. “Is that Ally? Rune, ask her how she’s been keeping.”

      “Jo says hi,” I said.

      Ally nodded. “I better leave you. Be wary. An attack can come at any time.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked. Ally looked much older than her eleven years and more tired than any child should ever be.

      She gave a weak smile. “To follow instructions and search for you, of course.”

      “How come you are able to defy the dragon?” Persia asked. “We just faced a roomful of fire shades who leaped to his bidding like they were under direct control.”

      “They were all visible to Beelzebub. When sleeping, he controls every fire shade in the city without problem. When awake, he is focused on what’s happening close to him, so his control of shades not in the immediate vicinity is lessened,” Ally said. “I can still feel a pull. A desire to capture you.” Her face showed a strain. “Right now, though, it’s weak enough that I can resist.”

      “You already think of him as Beelzebub?” I asked. Duffy had been serious about adopting that as his new name.”

      “As I said, I can feel his will,” Ally said.

      “Is it possible that you’ll come to his more direct attention now that the excitement in his reception room has died down?” Persia asked.

      Ally nodded. “When I told you to be ready for an attack, I didn’t mean just from others,” Ally said. “It’s why I must leave. If I return, don’t be slow to kill me.”

      “You know we won’t harm you,” I said. “This is the second time you saved both of us.” The first time had been during the ambush that had killed Pete.

      “Don’t hesitate,” Ally said. “You’d be doing me a favor.”

      This wasn’t the first time the girl had expressed the idea that she’d welcome death. Shades became a harmonized combination of human and elemental, but Ally’s core personality had always clashed with the elemental inside her. I’d thought she’d improved with time, but clearly Duffy had made things worse for her.

      “Duffy will be gone soon,” I said. “We’ll make sure of that. Then you’ll be free.”

      “I’ll never be free.” Ally sighed. “If not Beelzebub, then Dennis will control me and force me to commit vile acts. We were both born from the summoning crystal in Gorlam Orphanage, and he sees me as a sister, and for him, a sister is someone to torment. His dark whisperings make me feel unclean. I don’t have the strength to resist either him or Duffy.”

      “As far as I can tell, you are the strongest fire shade in the whole building,” Persia said. “You are the only one making any attempt to resist the dragon.”

      “It mightn’t last,” Ally said. “By defying him, something is tearing inside me, little by little. I better go.” Ally pushed the back of the portrait-door open. “Good luck. This room is pretty isolated—if you don’t make too much noise, you might be able to hide out all night.”

      “How did you even find the place?” Persia asked.

      “I needed somewhere private to despair.” She exited, and the portrait door clicked shut behind her.

      After a brief silence, Jo spoke. “Can you make sure nothing bad happens to Ally, Rune? She has suffered so much and doesn’t deserve any of it.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “You mentioned that you are in a weapons room,” Jo said. “Anything useful there?”

      “No. They are mainly antiques,” I said.

      “Many are old, but nearly all could be wielded to good effect in an emergency,” Sulle said.

      “They are not made of titanium, though, so useless against shades,” I replied.

      “What are they here for?” Persia asked.

      “Just a hobby,” Sulle said. “Though occasionally, they come in handy. You remember the last time you were here, Rune, don’t you?”

      “Who forgets the first time they were run through with a sword?” I had gone to Sulle looking for help, and he’d had his bodyguard attack me. During the fight, I’d picked up several weapons to defend myself and in the process found that I had the most affinity for a pair of short swords. Every sentinel’s multani was different, and it was during Sulle’s attack that I learned about my fireswords.

      “What you learned saved your life later that night,” Sulle said. “Yet you continue to be ungrateful.”

      “Jo, was what Mayor Maxwell said true? About the new laws.”

      Those laws are an outrage, a voice inside my head—not Jerome—said.

      “I’ve been researching on my laptop, and I can’t find any confirmation,” Persia said. “However, rumors are circulating among national politicians that big news is com—”

      “Are you watching LNN?” Sulle cut in.

      “I haven’t been paying it attention,” Jo said. “Checking it now. Oh, shit.”

      “What’s happening?” Persia asked.

      “Fred Hanson is reporting that Sentinel Order-led shadiers have launched an attack on Verge Tower,” Jo said.

      It’s just a ruse, the voice said. The real attack is happening elsewhere.

      “Is it just Verge Tower?” I asked. “Are shadiers attacking anywhere else in the city?”

      “I’m not sure, and I can’t check now,” Jo said. “I think I might have been spotted.”

      “Spotted?” I asked.

      “Perhaps I parked too close to Verge Tower. Several men are approaching my van.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          

      

    

    







            Thursday 21:50

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get out of there!” I shouted.

      Persia touched my arm. “Not so loud. The girl said this room was isolated, not that it was soundproof.”

      I nodded. “You’re right. Let’s stay away from the walls, and keep our voices low.” I hurried between the two wooden partitions, found a blank section without weapons, leaned against it, and I slid down to a sitting position on the floor. “Jo, what’s going on?” I asked in an urgent whisper.

      Persia shuffled in beside me.

      “I’ve climbed into the driver seat,” Jo said. “Just turning on the engine now. The men are breaking into a run, trying to catch up.”

      My heart raced. I’d thought Jo would be safe down in the van, but now she was being chased, and I was too far away to help her.

      “The van is picking up speed,” Jo said. “The men are slowing. There are three of them. One is gesturing to the others. Now two of them are going back from where they came. The other is continuing to chase me. The van is picking up speed, but so is my lone pursuer. Christ, he’s fast.”

      “Can you describe him?” I asked. It could have been a shade, a sentinel, or even a shadier.

      “He’s big,” Jo said. “Stocky more than tall.”

      “Barrel-chested,” I said. “Sounds like it could be Holliday. And we know he’s close; I saw him earlier.”

      “Holliday would make sense,” Jo said. “I’ve been thinking about how they could have detected me, and the only thing I can think of is that they were monitoring electronic transmissions. This van would have lit up their sensors if they were doing that. It’s the kind of thing Holliday would do, too. Like me, he tends to make use of electronics and machinery.” Jo sounded surprisingly calm.

      “Doesn’t matter how they found you,” I said. “Concentrate on getting away. Holliday can’t keep up with a road vehicle at top speed. Not even close.”

      “A car is coming up behind Holliday,” Jo said. “It’s not slowing down. Christ. Holliday just jumped up into the air and landed on the bonnet of that car. The other two men must have gone back for it. Holliday is standing on the bonnet, crouched down, one hand behind him on the roof. He looks like he’s surfing. The car is accelerating, catching up with me.”

      “This is what you do, Jo,” I said. “A series of fast turns. Standing on top of a moving vehicle is not as easy as they make it look in the movies, even for a sentinel. I’m telling you, the car will either have to slow, or Holliday will fall off. Either way works.”

      “It being Holliday might work out for me,” Jo said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “The ballista is loaded and the helicopter is in the air,” Sulle said, cutting into the conversation.

      “Now isn’t the time, Sulle,” I said.

      “When then?” Sulle asked. “Sounds like the Sentinel Order will be listening into our radio broadcasts soon.”

      “Jo is going to escape,” I said.

      “No, I’m not,” Jo said. “I’ve put on my indicators, and I’m slowing down.”

      “Don’t,” I said. “You can get away.”

      “I know my limitations and my strengths,” Jo said. “And I have no intention of taking on a sentinel.”

      “You don’t have to fight,” I said. “You just have to lose him. Likely, he won’t want to get diverted too far from the attack on Verge Tower.”

      “I’m pulling over. Rune, don’t come for me. I’ve a feeling that our paths need to diverge for a time. So I have to tell you something now. I lied to you earlier.”

      “Lied? About what?”

      “I am in contact with Alex.”

      Something heavy settled in the bottom of my stomach. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Well, I have to say it,” Jo said. “Alex has admittedly made mistakes. Horrible mistakes. But right now, he is badly injured, and he needs my help.”

      “It was more than a mistake. It was cold-blooded betrayal. Because of what he did, Pete’s dead and Noah is comatose.” I looked across at Persia, then quickly away again. “I’m not blameless. But Alex made a deal with Colonel Lowndes and led us all into a trap. How can anyone forgive that?”

      “He has suffered for what he did,” Jo said. “You don’t know how much.”

      “The summoning crystal?” I asked. After the Searing, the crystal had exploded free and ended up inside his torso. That had been eight months ago though.

      “He’s still my brother,” Jo said. “I’ve parked. The car has pulled in behind me and Holliday has hopped off the bonnet. He has a smile on his face. I’m sure I can work with him.”

      “Work with him? What are you talking about? Holliday is part of the Sentinel Order, the guys who were undoubtedly behind the laws which consider shades to be worse than vermin. Shades such as Ally, who is your friend, and who also just saved Persia and me.”

      “I know all about the Order,” Jo said. “Rune, you know more than anyone that hard choices somehow have to be made. I’m climbing into the back of the van. I’m going to destroy the comms equipment in here,” Jo said. “Unfortunately, because the van is a hub for your radios, they will stop working.

      “We need to be able to communicate,” Sulle said. “There’s a narrow window for our plan to succeed. The helicopter is in the air. If Duffy learns about it, he won’t let himself be lured out next time.”

      “Rune, I know it’s a lot to ask but I want you to consider forgiving Alex. Not right now. But to be open to the possibility of it.”

      “Jo—” The radio emitted a short screech then a long stream of low buzzing. “Jo!” I repeated, more urgently. “Sulle, you there?” All I could hear was buzzing. I pulled the radio off me and threw it against the far partition where it hit an ancient-looking spear. I jumped to my feet.

      “Where are you going?” Persia asked.

      “I have to rescue her.”

      “Sit back down. You aren’t going anywhere.”

      “It’s Jo,” I said. Out of the only family I had ever known, Jo was the only one left—Tyler had abandoned us; Pete was dead; Alex was dead to me. Additionally, Jo had always been closest to my heart. If Holliday harmed her, and I did nothing to stop him…

      “This building is full of shades trying to capture or kill you,” Persia said. “And even if you get outside, you have no idea where she is. Also, she wanted to meet Holliday.”

      “That can’t be right. I know that’s what it sounded like, but that can’t be right.”

      “Sit down,” Persia said. “And remember to keep your voice down. We need to decide what to do.”

      I slumped down beside her. “Everything I touch turns to shit.”

      “This is not the time for handing out blame.”

      “What better time? We’ve failed,” I said. “Our comms are down. Jo has been captured. We are in here hiding. All we can do is wait for a chance to escape. I couldn’t even do anything to save the mayor.”

      “That was brave,” Persia said, addressing me without any of the usual abrasiveness.

      “It was stupid,” I said. “I should have stuck to the plan and waited. All I ended up doing was putting your life at risk. By the way, thank you. You didn’t have to swing across to save me.”

      “No need to thank me,” Persia said. “You saved me right back. We’re a team; that’s how it works. And jumping down there mightn’t have been the wisest thing to do, but it was the right thing. They were about to torture that man.”

      “Mayor Maxwell was a good man,” I said with a sigh.

      “That dragon is the most terrifying thing I have seen in my life,” Persia said. “Not one in a million would have jumped down to save that mayor.” She touched my arm. “It was brave.”

      “Maybe bravery and stupidity are more closely aligned than most would care to admit.”

      “We haven’t failed yet,” Persia said. “I don’t know what the Sentinel Order is doing here, but it might work to our advantage. They might distract the dragon or divert some of his men, giving us the opportunity we need.”

      “Our plan was badly flawed,” I said. “Duffy didn’t even consider chasing me up the ramp.”

      “The dragon had a very personal reaction to you,” Persia said. “You just need to get under his scales a little more next time.”

      I didn’t like the sound of “next time”. “We can’t coordinate with Sulle anymore. For all we know, he’s grounded his helicopter.”

      Radio isn’t the only way to communicate, the voice inside my head said.
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      You can’t keep ignoring what’s happening, Jerome thought. Slowly and steadily, you are being corrupted.

      Corrupted? I thought back. I haven’t done anything!

      Don’t pretend you don’t know whose voice you are listening to, Jerome thought.

      I’m not an idiot. It’s Uro, I thought.

      You just acknowledged that to yourself right this instant and you know it, Jerome thought. Uro is a master manipulator, and he is turning you into his servant.

      I don’t choose which voices end up inside my head, unfortunately, I thought. And I’m no one’s servant.

      If you need help against Duffy, are you going to accept it from Uro?

      Accepting help doesn’t mean becoming someone’s servant.

      Are you still that naive? Jerome thought. First, months of nightly dreams about Sash, a girl who he corrupted. Then Uro explains himself to you, telling you how reasonable he is, how noble, how he tried to improve Brimstone and failed, and is now determined to bring about a better Earth.

      Are you saying he is lying?

      Any help will come with strings attached, Jerome thought.

      “What’s it like?” Persia asked before I had a chance to reply to Jerome.

      “Sorry?”

      She nodded toward the necklace at my neck. I realized that I had been fiddling with it, and I snatched my hand away. “The elemental inside your necklace. What’s it like? Or is it a he or a she?”

      “I always think of Jerome as a he,” I said. “Though, I’m not sure he has a gender.”

      “You make this Jerome sound like a friend,” she said. An undercurrent of tension ran through her voice as if Jerome held some special significance for her.

      “We’ve learned to abide each other.”

      Abide, Jerome thought. That’s the thanks I get for trying to help you.

      “And what’s he like? Or is his personality too alien to describe?”

      “The elementals I’ve communicated with have seemed relatively human, though perhaps that’s only those who have linked telepathically with us. Flavini wore the necklace before me—though I’m not sure for how long—and Jerome watched and learned via Flavini’s thoughts, his interactions with others, even the movies he watched.” I snorted a laugh. “Especially through the movies he watched.”

      “You’ve communicated with more than one elemental.” Persia’s eyes narrowed.

      “To answer your question about Jerome, he’s selfish and immature. He likes watching movies and gets bored with sunsets. He thinks he’s funny, but he’s usually just being a sarcastic ass.”

      “That’s a lot of personality to fit in a twisted bit of barbed wire,” Persia said. “What does he want?”

      “To have a human body and live on Earth as a shade. Soon after I put the necklace on, he tried to take control of my body.”

      “And you haven’t tried to get rid of him?”

      The questions were coming quick and fast. “Is this an interrogation?”

      “If it was an interrogation, I’d be concentrating on the question that you didn’t answer.”

      I licked my lips. “Jerome has changed lately, I think. He’s been less sarcastic and more helpful. Perhaps he’s growing up, though I don’t know if that concept applies to elementals.”

      “Once again avoiding the question of which other elemental you communicate with,” Persia noted.

      “We have to decide what to do next,” I said. “Are we just going to sit here all night and hope to get a chance to escape tomorrow?”

      “We have to return to stop Beelzebub.”

      “I still struggle to believe he adopted that name.”

      “What’s with you and the word Beelzebub?” Persia asked. “I’ve heard you use it a few times now.”

      I was glad to keep the subject away from Uro. “When I was younger, I lived in an orphanage and was constantly in trouble. The orphanage director was particularly strict on cursing. After reading a snippet about the princes of hell, I found the name and the devilish nature of Beelzebub to be deliciously obscene—remember, I was only ten or thereabouts—and the director couldn’t punish me for saying it since it wasn’t a real curse word.”

      “I’m not sure what to make of that,” Persia said.

      “Me either.” I was glad that Sulle wasn’t listening to the conversation anymore. “I guess it is stupid, using a word that’s a curse to me and nonsense to everyone else. Just another small way in which I avoided living in the real world.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. It’s just a word.”

      Living in the real world involved making compromises and sacrifices. “You said we have to stop Duffy. But is he the real enemy? You heard what Mayor Maxwell said about the new laws, that shades are to be treated like vermin, effectively. The Sentinel Order are in the city, and if they aren’t behind the laws, they at least intend to enforce them. Ally, Harriet Ashley, and many other good people will be hunted down without any protection under the law.”

      Persia nodded. “Richard Sulle, too.”

      “Many other good people. Duffy wants to be king of the mountain, but he isn’t trying to commit genocide.”

      “We can’t worry about everything at once,” Persia said. “We came to deal with the dragon. If we can stop him, it’ll be one less enemy to deal with. Though if the Order is attacking, perhaps we can let the two of them fight it out.”

      “The attack here is a ruse,” I said. “The Order’s real targets are elsewhere.”

      City Hall and the police station, Uro thought.

      “How could you know that?” Persia asked.

      “Didn’t Jo mention other attacks before the radio went dead?”

      Persia shook her head. “You asked her to check, but she didn’t get a chance to. You know, before she switched to supporting the Order.”

      “She didn’t—” I wanted to argue, but I stopped myself. Perhaps at some point in the future, Jo’s actions would make sense, but they didn’t right now. She had been protecting Alex, and she lied to me about it. She decided to join the Order just after hearing about the vile laws they planned to enforce. The list of people I could rely on had become really small. “Are we being naive to think we few can defeat both Duffy and the Order?”

      “Are you suggesting we ally with one of them?” The thunderous expression on Persia’s face suggested that I better not be suggesting that. “You are beginning to sound like Flavini.”

      “What does Flavini have to do with anything?”

      “I had a similar discussion with him about the various enemies we have to deal with. Only, you haven’t mentioned the enemy that Flavini considers most dangerous.” Persia’s gaze focused on my face “Uro.”

      “You’re saying that Uro is the most dangerous foe.”

      What have I been telling you? Jerome thought.

      “Flavini thinks so,” Persia said. “And I’m beginning to think he’s right.”

      “That’s fine then. We’ll first defeat the dragon, then defeat the Order, then defeat Uro. Easy peasy.”

      “I’m beginning to think we should just get out of here and live to fight another day,” Persia said. “Is it even possible to reform our attack against the dragon? For all we know, Sulle has grounded his helicopter and gone into hiding.”

      “It’s possible to coordinate with Sulle without radios.”

      Face palm, Jerome thought.

      Face palm is a gesture, not a way to express a thought.

      Double face palm.

      “You can communicate without a radio now,” Persia said. “Is this some sentinel power I never heard of or just another aspect of the big secret you are keeping from me?”

      “The bigger question is whether we can rely on Sulle,” I said.

      Sulle can be trusted, Uro thought. For now, though, look to the door.

      It took me a moment to register that Uro was referring to the portrait-entrance. I stood so I could see over the wooden partition, and sure enough, the door was opening. “Persia,” I said. “Be ready.”

      Dennis walked in. The corners of his lips quirked upward when he saw me. “Well, well, well, look who have we have here.”
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      Ally entered just behind Dennis. “I didn’t tell him,” Ally said quickly. “He just knew.”

      Persia was rising to stand beside me, but I gestured for her to stay low.

      “I knew she was hiding something,” Dennis said. “But not exactly what. ‘Show me,’ I ordered, and she led me here.” He grabbed hold of Ally’s chin and lifted her face, forcing her to look into his eyes. “Isn’t that so, my dark sister?”

      Ally nodded.

      “Beelzebub would not have liked you to hide them from him. How did you manage to resist?”

      She didn’t reply, just stared up at Dennis with scared eyes.

      “I’m impressed,” he continued. “Impressed and delighted. If you can do it, then it will be easy for me. Thank you for showing me he is weaker than I knew. Still, you tried to hide the fire sentinel from me too, didn’t you? You’ll have to be punished for that, won’t you?”

      “Leave her alone!” I shouted.

      Dennis ignored me, continuing to hold Ally's chin with a cruel grip. “Won’t you?” he repeated.

      Ally managed a stiff nod.

      Dennis released Ally, then walked toward the gap between the two partitions. “As for you, Rune, that was a rather disappointing performance. Nice dramatic entrance, but it all went downhill from there.”

      I gestured for Persia to back away. She did so, staying low and circling around behind the second partition just as Dennis arrived into the central corridor between the two partitions. Ally trailed a few paces behind Dennis.

      Dennis’s fingers trailed along the weapons attached to one partition. “In olden times, they didn’t have much, but they made up for that by coming up with creative ways to kill and maim. Human nature has always been an ugly thing. Or beautiful, for those of us who look forward to experiencing the thousands of different ways a human scream can sound.” Dennis picked up one of the weapons, a mace, a viciously spiked ball of metal attached to a thick wooden handle. He touched a finger to his tongue, then pressed the finger on one of the spikes. A bead of blood formed, then rolled down the spike. “Still sharp,” Dennis said, then he whipped around and threw the mace behind him. It caught Ally in her side, rebounding away to skid across the floor. Ally’s top tore open, revealing a flash of flesh. She let out a shriek, fell to one knee.

      “What do you think you are doing?” I charged forward, then stopped as a wires of fire appeared in front of me, a row of them from the floor to ceiling. Dennis wasn’t even looking when he formed them; his head was turned toward Ally. He had simply wrist-flicked his palm upward.

      Dennis addressed Ally. “Weapons of base metal can’t harm you, you know. First you show the strength to defy our master, then you cringe away from a little pain. The power surges within you, but the vessel is weak. Don’t worry, I will shape you into something strong and terrible. Now get up.”

      Ally staggered to her feet.

      Dennis turned toward me. “Were you impressed by Beelzebub?”

      “What do you want?” I glared at him through the gaps between the wires of fire.

      “He is surely strong; if only he wasn’t so vapid and stupid, he might even be worthy to follow. But no!” Dennis shook his head. “I was not born to be a sheep.”

      “What are you but a sheep? Duffy crooks a clawed finger and you’re on your knees begging to hear his commands.”

      “When I’m free to be my own master, the world will quake at my name.”

      “Dennis? I don’t see anyone quaking at that name—more likely to give you a job as a janitor or garbage collector.” I was trying to make Dennis mad, not due to any strategy, simply because I was angry. Behind him, Ally’s face was white, and she looked close to keeling over. Blood had soaked into her top and down one trousers leg.

      “Perhaps my actions will earn a famous nickname.”

      “Why don’t you adopt a new name? Your master choose Beelzebub. You could be Lil Creep.”

      A flash of anger crossed Dennis’s face, then it disappeared. “You are more like Beelzebub than you care to admit, fire sentinel. Perhaps you are the one who’ll end up earning a terrifying nickname.”

      “I’m nothing like him.”

      “I saw footage of you.” The corners of Dennis’s lips quirked up once more in what was the closest he came to smiling.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The country-wide growth of LiSS is one of our greatest strengths, spread by, of course, the propaganda of Lusteer News Network, and I make sure to keep up with news within the society. Recently, a CCTV video has spread virally among LiSS social networks showing a certain naked fire sentinel lording it over a lowly LiSS member, a clerk.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “You don’t have to defend yourself to me. I applaud your actions. You abused your powers to show the man his place.”

      Persia jumped out behind Dennis. “You need to learn your own place, little boy,” she said. She had circled around and was standing at his back with her crossbow raised.

      Dennis turned to face her. “Good, you are here. That solves one of my problems.”

      Persia gestured with her crossbow. “I have two foot of pure titanium pointed at your heart.”

      “And you are willing to shoot a young boy?” Dennis asked.

      “Without hesitation. I don’t consider you a boy at all; rather, a monster.”

      The crossbow in Persia’s hand glowed red-hot. She yelped, and it fell from her fingers.

      “You hesitated too long.” Bands of fire sprung to life around Persia.

      “Let her go.” My fireswords appeared in my hands, and I looked the fence of firewires up and down, wondering if my fireswords could force a way through.

      “You called me a monster,” Dennis said to Persia. “Do you want to take that back?” The bands of fire tightened around her.

      Sweat glistened on Persia’s forehead. “Yes, I take back that you’re a monster. You are much less than that; you are barely the skin of one, a bloated bag of horror villain cliches. You are nothing but a child who thinks that filling the emptiness inside him with darkness makes him strong. Well, it doesn’t—it only makes you pathetic.”

      A muscle twitched in Dennis’s cheek, and one fist tightened beside his side.

      I looked toward Ally. “Can you help us?” I mouthed silently.

      Ally shook her head.

      Dennis turned back toward me. His cheek twitched again. “You were trying to make me mad, but your girlfriend succeeded. I would like to watch her suffer, but I’ll settle for using her against you.”

      I guess it should have long since been obvious, but I only then realized that Dennis was insane. “You take pride in resisting Duffy, so help us.”

      “Why would I resist him for this?” Dennis asked. “He wants you taken to him. In which case, either you kill him and free me—unlikely, of course—or I get to watch you burn. All upside for me.”

      “Listen. The Sentinel Order is attacking Verge Tower. We can help you escape,” I said, feeling desperate.

      “The Order won’t get far. Duffy has sent his lessor minions to deal with them.”

      Over Duffy’s shoulder, I could see that Persia was in significant distress, though she was doing her best to hide it. Orange shadows flickered across her skin as the fire within the bands sparked and flared.

      “You win,” I said. “I’ll do whatever you want—just free Persia from the fire.”

      “As soon as I free her, you’ll attack me,” Dennis said. “No, we’ll leave her as she is.”

      “Loosen the bands at least.”

      Dennis tilted his head to the side, considering, then nodded. He made a small gesture with his fingers, and the fire bands widened. Persia’s breath came easier. “I’ll leave Ally with her,” Dennis said. “By the time we reach Beelzebub, the bands will have faded away. But if you try anything before that, I’ll be able to cut her to pieces with a thought.”

      “I won’t try anything.” In truth, I was happy for Dennis to bring me to Duffy. I wasn’t sure what chance I had to defeat the dragon, but this could be the best opportunity I’d get. I didn’t mind Persia having to be left behind either. If attacking the dragon turned out to be as suicidal as it seemed, then I alone would feel the repercussions. Which was as it should be—it was I who had created him after all.

      You won’t be alone, Uro thought. The helicopter will be ready to help.
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      The corridors were empty as I followed Dennis back to Duffy’s reception room. Inside, an eerie silence had fallen, although the earlier chaos was evident in the overturned tables and broken chairs. Many of the torches which had lit the room were extinguished, and I thought the place empty until a large darkness uncoiled itself. Two glowing orange eyes stared at me.

      Dennis led me to the center of the room. “I captured him for you.”

      Duffy’s raised himself onto all four legs, and he stepped forward a few paces. The floor rumbled beneath my feet. I glanced behind me at the ramp and the transparent plastic shielding that led to the rooftop. This time, I would have to get Duffy to chase me.

      So you are accepting Uro’s help? Jerome thought.

      It’s Sulle’s helicopter, not Uro’s.

      Uro convinced you that Sulle is trustworthy, and Uro is the one who promised that the helicopter will be in place.

      I’m not actively conspiring with Uro, I thought. If information is freely given to me, I can’t just ignore that knowledge.

      Must be nice to be able to lie to yourself that easily, Jerome thought.

      “They all deserted you already,” I said to Duffy.

      THEY DEFEND MY FORTRESS.

      “Coward,” I said.

      WHAT DID YOU SAY TO ME? Duffy’s head rose until it hit the ceiling, sending fissures racing across the plaster.

      “You claim to powerful, yet you hide in a corner and let others fight your battles.” After speaking, I burst into laughter.

      YOU CALL ME POWERLESS? Duffy spread his wings wide, towering over me. YOU REALLY DON’T WANT TO HEAR ME ROAR.

      With effort, I quelled the fake laughter being ripped from my throat. “You can’t roar; you can’t make a sound.” There was nothing fake about the way my legs trembled, but I managed to ignore my fear. “You use your telepathic link to force those around you to do your bidding, and you summon the spineless of the city to flatter you. Pathetic.”

      YOU DARE TO TALK TO ME LIKE THAT! Duffy’s neck muscles rippled, and his head shot straight at me. I dived to the side, just avoiding his head. Chunks of the floor shot up all around me. Something that big shouldn’t be able to move that fast. I scrambled to my feet and raced up the ramp.

      Halfway up the ramp, I turned back. Duffy had stumped forward another few steps, and the red and yellow scales on his neck rippled as his head shifted from side to side. Still, it wasn’t certain he intended to pursue me.

      “You adopted the name Beelzebub to hide that inside you are nothing but a fat policeman called Connor Duffy who always clung to the shoelaces of society, a social climber without the ability to climb!” I shouted out. “And nothing has really changed. Do you think the Sentinel Order would be launching an attack if they thought you had real power? Everyone knows that you are hiding behind the skirts of shades who you force to do your bidding.” Behind Duffy, Dennis had backed away to the far wall, and I noticed that someone else was also still present, two someones: Fred Hanson and his cameraman, and they were filming.

      “Smile, Duffy, you’re on television,” I continued. “The world already knew about your size, but now they’ll learn that you are as toothless as a blue whale. I suspect that the video showing you destroying the Lusteer prison was faked. Can you really fly?”

      Duffy’s neck snaked back over his shoulder until his head faced Fred Hanson and the hapless cameraman. ARE YOU FILMING THIS?

      Fred Hanson dropped his microphone. “You told… Sor… Sor… Sorry. I can… can… can stop. I’ll destroy what I’ve recorded.”

      NO, KEEP FILMING. YOU RECORDED HIS LIES; NOW YOU’LL SEE MY RESPONSE. Duffy’s head whipped back my way. His mouth opened wide, and he blasted out a wide stream of fire.

      I summoned my fireswords, only just raising them in time as fire roared around me. A gale of hot air tore at my clothes. I crouched down behind my crossed fireswords, struggling to prevent myself from being thrown backward and swallowed up by the raging fire. A loud crack from above sounded, then shards of hot plastic rained down on top of me. Duffy’s fire had blown through the plastic doorway to the roof.

      The instant the fire died down, I turned and raced upward, jumping over the parts of the ramp which were still burning. I didn’t have to look back; the shuddering beneath my feet told me that Duffy was racing up behind me. A shock of cold air hit me when I reached the top. Hot breath coming up behind me warned me to dive to the side. As I landed on the cold surface of the rooftop, I twisted around to see the dragon’s head shooting up behind me. I scrambled backward, breathing hard.

      The hole in the rooftop had been created when Duffy had smashed through on the way down, so it had to be big enough for him to fit through. Nevertheless, his shoulders tore through metal and concrete as he climbed fully out onto the rooftop. Blocks of rubble slid down his back as he rose to full height. His arrival banished the dim of the night, for he glowed with the fire within him. He rose up on his back legs, pointing his head into the sky and spread his wings. If I thought he was big when inside Verge Tower, that was nothing to now. He seemed to dwarf the skyscrapers that surrounded him.

      Beelzebub!

      Is it possible for a plan to go too well? Jerome thought.

      Perhaps I overshot in angering Duffy.

      You think! He was happily having long sleeps and quirky receptions, Jerome thought. Now comes his full fury.

      As if to back up Jerome’s thought, Duffy pointed his nose upward and shot flames high into the air. He didn’t need to direct any thoughts into my mind for me to know that this was his way of claiming dominion over the city. Fire arced over my head, raining down sparks. A nimbus of orange light lit up the top of Verge Tower. I wondered how much was visible to the city below, though if the residents of Lusteer couldn’t see it through their windows, they could see it on their TVs courtesy of Fred Hanson and his cameraman.

      My throat felt hoarse, and it was only when Duffy released his trail of fire and fell back onto four legs that I realized I had been roaring at the top of my lungs. Duffy’s telepathic link had me howling in approval at the dragon’s display of dominance like a wolf backing up his alpha.

      I stared up into the night sky. Where’s the damn helicopter? I wondered.

      It’s on its way, Uro thought. You just have to hold off Duffy for a few minutes,

      Just, I thought sarcastically. I wasn’t sure how I was going to hold the dragon off for a few seconds, never mind a few minutes.
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      I decided to begin the fight as I meant to continue it—by running for my life. I raced across the rooftop to put as much distance from Duffy as the building allowed. I didn’t feel the expected rumble beneath my feet from being pursued by a dragon, and I only realized why that was when I half-turned enough to look over my shoulder. Duffy had taken to the air.

      I had almost forgotten he could fly—as if he needed another advantage. Duffy flapped his wings to rise high into the night sky, then dived toward me.

      I pumped my legs, but even a sentinel didn’t have a chance of outpacing a flying dragon. When I sensed he was almost upon me, I threw myself to the ground. The wind of the dragon’s passing lifted me up and sent me tumbling several paces forward. I skidded to a stop, my face scraping against bare concrete. I looked up to see that Duffy had passed overhead. The back of him was a giant patch of darkness, and when he turned, the orange glow from his chest and eyes dimmed the surrounding starlight.

      Duffy dived once more, and I stumbled back to my feet and raced back the way I had come. I summoned my fireswords, and swiveled around, ready to block any dragon-fire. For the second time, though, Duffy flew straight over my head. I jumped, stabbing upward, but the wind of his passing blasted me backward before I could make contact. I crashed onto my back, breathing hard.

      He wasn’t shooting fire at me; he wasn’t even getting that close with his dives—Duffy was clearly just toying with me, and a moment later I realized why when I saw Fred Hanson and his cameraman appear at the top of the ramp. Clearly, Duffy wanted an audience—he wanted to defeat me on television. My taunts had worked better than I hoped; not only had they drawn him onto the rooftop, his desire to have the world see me defeated had provided the delay I’d needed. I climbed back to my feet, scanning the skies in all directions. Where was the bloody helicopter? I had done my part.

      I couldn’t conceive of defeating Duffy on my own, which meant my only choice was to keep delaying and pray that Sulle’s dragon-slaying helicopter turned up and was able to do as Sulle promised. Fred Hanson had moved to the edge of the roof, and had lifted his microphone to his mouth. His cameraman raised the camera to his shoulder. I ran at them, figuring that preventing the broadcast was the best way to cause a setback to the dragon’s plan.

      Duffy had other ideas. He landed between me and Hanson. The entire skyscraper vibrated. From where his feet touched down, cracks in the roof shot out in all directions, widening to chasms in places. I just about managed to hold my feet.

      DO YOU STILL DOUBT MY ABILITY TO FLY?

      The cameraman took several strides to one side for a better angle of the two of us facing each other, making me feel like I was on some bizarre movie set.

      “I still doubt your ability to rule.” I held my fireswords before me, but they felt pathetic, their light eclipsed by the glow of the dragon’s chest. A sling and a stone might have been more useful.

      A whirring sound brought new hope. “I absolutely doubt your ability to reign,” I repeated, louder, as a pair of rotor blades appeared above the level of the roof and just behind Duffy. “For millennia, strongman tyrants have clawed their way to the top of the mountain and been overthrown just as quickly. A little dragon-fire isn’t going to change…” I trailed off; I had gone from speaking to the entire world to speaking to nobody. The cameraman had turned around to film the helicopter, and Duffy was twisting his neck over his shoulder.

      The helicopter’s door was open, and the ballista—a strange looking contraption of metal tubes and springs—was aimed at the dragon. The man positioned behind the ballista didn’t waste any time in firing. Duffy body had already half-turned, and he threw his massive body to the side when the ballista, with a loud pinging sound, fired. The titanium spear careened off the scales on Duffy’s upper shoulder, and I watched forlornly as the it wobbled away into the darkness. I was scarcely able to believe that, after everything that had happened to get to this point, the ballista had simply missed.

      The dragon, lying on his side, thrashed out with his tail, catching the retreating helicopter. The main rotors tilted as the pilot struggled to regain control. The helicopter cockpit spun all the way around, the tail of it almost hitting Verge Tower, then it fell from view, still spinning.

      My legs were moving before I realized I’d made a decision—some instinct had me charging toward Duffy, screaming. A part of me was screaming that I was being crazy, another part was screaming that I’d never get a better chance. He still hadn’t risen back to his feet, and he wasn’t looking my way. The second part must have out-screamed the first because I leaped straight onto Duffy’s back. I plunged both fireswords, hilt-deep, directly into his back. The dragon barely twitched.

      I had stopped shouting, but was still being driven forward by a berserker adrenaline rush, likely fueled by terror. I ran along the dragon’s back, stopping every few paces to sink both fireswords deeply into its body. The fireswords penetrated the scales without difficulty; the problem was that other than the initial twitch, the wounds were having little effect. He wasn’t even bleeding. As Duffy lifted his head, I climbed higher, jumping up onto his shoulder. I swung across the dragon’s neck—once, twice, thrice—swinging with all my sentinel strength and sinking my swords as deep as they could go. The cuts caused only scratches in the scales.

      Then Duffy flicked his head back, and I was thrown clear. As I flew through the air, I noticed Persia, Ally, and Dennis had also climbed the ramp to the rooftop. As soon as I slammed against the ground, I jumped back up again. “Get back inside!” I shouted to Persia. “Get away.”

      In response she raised the crossbow and gestured that she intended to circle round to the other side of Duffy.

      “No!” I shouted. Arrows, titanium or not, wouldn’t have the slightest effect on Duffy; he had barely noticed being stabbed multiple times by my fireswords. “Just get out of here.”

      She ignored me, heading the direction she had indicated, holding the crossbow in front of her, ready to fire. Neither Dennis nor Ally followed her. I studied Dennis for a moment, worried that he’d join Duffy in attacking me, but he looked more like an interested bystander than anything else. Not that there was much point in worrying about Dennis while Duffy still stood.

      I’M STARTING TO GET ANNOYED. Duffy rose first to four legs, then up onto his back legs until he was standing upright. An arrow hit him in the snout, and he turned his head toward Persia. DO I HAVE TO SWAT THESE BUZZING FLIES ONE BY ONE?

      I ran forward, trying to come up with another taunt, but before I had a chance to think one up, Duffy turned back my way. I skidded to a halt. He spread his wings wide, and the light emitted by his swelled-up chest turned from orange to dazzling white.

      “Beelzebub,” I whispered, crossing my fireswords in front of my chest just as a stream of roiling white fire hit me. I leaned forward, trying to stop myself from being blasted backward. Still, my feet slipped beneath me and I needed to take small scrabbling steps to retain my balance. I had expected just an instantaneous burst of fire, but the stream went on and on, burning hotter and hotter. The flames changed color from white to blue. My arms trembled with the effort of holding the fireswords out in front of me, and as waves of heat pounded me, sweat dripped from every pore.

      Just when I thought I could no longer hold out, a whirring sound brought new hope. Was it possible? Flames leaped and danced all around me, but I could just about make out what was happening beyond them. The helicopter had returned, and it hovered behind Duffy.

      Once again, the gunner didn’t hesitate in firing; this time he didn’t miss. The stream of fire ended. Duffy spasmed, his head tilting back, then leaning forward to stare at the tip of the giant spear sticking out of his chest.

      I gulped in big mouthfuls of fresh air and let my hands fall to my side, the fireswords winking out of existence. Before I had a chance to relax, Duffy toppled forward, his body falling straight for me. I turned and ran.

      I was well clear of the falling dragon by the time he hit, and still the impact threw me off my feet. I landed on my shoulder hard, though the stab of pain barely registered—at this stage bruises were being layered on top of bruises.

      I was slow getting to my feet, and slow to turn around, nearly afraid to discover that it had been for nothing.

      Duffy’s body lay twisted over itself, one leg sticking in the air. His head lay in a crater of its own creation. His eyes were closed, and his chest no longer glowed. I looked across to see if I needed to worry about Dennis, but he was jumping up and down, whooping. For once, he looked like an actual child.

      Close to the ramp, Ally stood very still, showing no emotion.

      I heard footsteps coming up behind me.

      “We did it!” I said. I still could barely believe the plan had worked. “It’s over.”

      “Not quite. My mission was different than yours.”

      I turned around to see Persia unslinging her backpack, bringing it around to her front. She unclasped the top of the bag, drew out her netgun and let the bag fall.

      “What do you need that for?” I asked.

      She raised the netgun and fired. Titanium netting swallowed me, and I fell to the ground.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          

      

    

    







            Thursday 23:55

          

        

      

    

    
      Having been caught in a net before, I knew not to blindly thrash against it. Instead, I fumbled for the edges of the netting, attempting to untangle it. Persia’s hand came down on my fingers, and she aimed her crossbow straight down at me. “Don’t try to escape.”

      I snatched my fingers back. “I don’t understand. We did it.”

      “It’s not only the dragon that has to be feared, but what comes after. You know what I’m talking about, don’t you, Beacon?”

      She said the word “beacon” as if it should have some significance to me. “I don’t know any beacon.”

      “Don’t lie to me.” She held the crossbow steady, but her voice had a tremor in it. “Don’t make this decision any harder.”

      “Finding it difficult, are you—stabbing me in the back like this? Excuse me if I don’t make it easier for you. I haven’t known you that long, but I thought I still had one friend.” Perhaps friend was too strong, considering she had barely said a civil word to me before this evening. “An ally, at least. Someone I could trust.”

      “Believe me, I gave you the benefit of the doubt. Flavini told me you were Beacon, but I had to assure myself it was true before doing this.”

      “I told you, I don’t know who or what this beacon thing is.”

      “Beacon is Uro’s representative on Earth.”

      The denial on my lips never made it out my mouth. Was that what Uro had planned for me? “You accused me of betraying my own side when I caused the Searing. And yet you turn on me in a worse way.”

      Persia shook her head. “My mission from the start was to watch you. I wanted to believe in you, especially after…you were so brave in the face of…” She rubbed the back of her hand across one cheek. “You are too dangerous. This has to be done.”

      The helicopter was landing not far from the downed dragon. Near the ramp, Dennis watched us, making no move to intervene. His arm lay casually across Ally’s shoulders, who had a wretched expression on her face.

      “So, what’s going to happen to me now?” I asked. “My role as bait is over so I can be disposed of. Shoved into a titanium cage and the key thrown away. Nothing I ever do is right.”

      Don’t go back to feeling sorry for yourself, Jerome thought.

      “And don’t think I don’t know you wanted Noah’s body,” Persia said, raising her voice so that it could be heard over the roar of the helicopter's engine.

      “What?”

      She nodded toward my neck, and I realized I was fingering the barbed-wire necklace. “You mean Jerome?”

      “You wanted to give Noah’s body to it.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “I realize Noah’s body is slowly decaying away. That doesn’t mean I want him turned into a shade.” The crossbow trembled in Persia’s hands.

      Jerome? I thought. You weren’t scheming to take over Noah’s body, were you?

      Scheming, no. The thought had occurred to me though. I was waiting for a better time to bring it up, Jerome thought.

      “Jerome had considered it,” I told Persia. “But he didn’t push for it.”

      “Noah was a fighter; he hated the thought of becoming a vegetable,” Persia said. “But I can’t just let him go—not while there’s the tiniest chance he might recover.”

      “We would never have tried anything without you agreeing to it,” I said, but Persia’s attention had shifted.

      “Beelzebub,” she said.

      “That’s my curse word.”

      “No.” She gestured behind me. “Beelzebub.”

      I turned around to see two glowing orange eyes staring at me—the dragon was still alive.

      We weren’t the only ones who had noticed. The rotors of the helicopter, which had almost stopped, began to speed up again. Before it had a chance to take off, though, a fireball flashed across the rooftop and disappeared into the cockpit.

      The helicopter exploded, sending burning shards of metal arcing into the night sky.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          

      

    

    







            Friday 00:10

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get this off me!” I shouted, grabbing at the netting. Persia dropped the crossbow on the ground and knelt down to help me.

      Striding toward me, with the burning helicopter at his back, was Dennis. Duffy still hadn’t moved—that I could see—but he was clearly conscious enough to use his telepathic link to control fire shades. Dennis pressed his hands together, preparing for another fireball. I frantically fumbled with the net, but it wasn’t coming off fast enough and with no way to summon my fireswords, I couldn’t protect myself. An aura of orange light gathered around Dennis’s hands, then fire fizzed directly toward me. I tried to fling myself to the side, but trapped by the netting, I merely bounced slightly. I slammed my eyes shut as the orange light swallowed me up.

      When I was still alive a moment later, I opened my eyes to find a fiery shield surrounding me. It reminded me of the Oasis. “Uro,” I said, thinking he must have been the one to save me.

      Persia glared at me.

      Behind her, I saw the source of the shield. It was Ally, who had come to our rescue.

      If you want more of my help, you have to ask for it, Uro thought.

      “It’s not possible,” Dennis said, addressing Ally as he approached. “You are subject to the same commands I am. How do you resist him?”

      Ally didn’t reply, though her face showed evidence of terrible strain.

      “You will tell me.” Dennis shot another fireball which exploded against the shield, making the entire dome flare brighter.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Persia shouted out. “She’s stronger than you, idiot.”

      I finally pulled myself free of the titanium net and got to my feet.

      “It wasn’t natural, what happened to Dennis and me,” Ally said. “We were given too much power too young.”

      “The two of you are not the same,” I said. “Not in the slightest.”

      “Every assurance that has been given to me has been a lie.” The fireshield all around us sent flickering red shadows dancing across her face, giving her an otherworldly aspect. Her tone of voice was strangely calm. “I was told that once I gained control of the elemental within me, I could forge myself back into the real me. Then Duffy came along, and once again I lost control.”

      “Duffy’s day is done,” I said, even as the tremble on the concrete rooftop told of the giant beast beginning to move.

      “And Dennis?” Ally asked. “If it’s not one power controlling me, it’s another. I don’t know what I did in my short years to deserve not just purgatory on Earth, but pure hell.”

      “You are stronger than Dennis. You can resist him.”

      “Not doing something is harder than doing it. Every moment requires fighting the resistance. Every action is another step into roaring headwinds.” Ally walked forward, and the shield around us disappeared. “I can only do it for so long.”

      I quickly summoned my fireswords and moved to stand in front of Persia.

      “What are you doing?” Dennis demanded. He shot a fireball which struck Ally. It didn’t harm her though. Instead, she flared red as if the shield had become part of her skin.

      “Brother,” she said, opening her arms. “We were born together in unnatural fire. Join with me once more.”

      “No.” Dennis staggered backward. His fireball once more struck Ally to no effect. “I’m young. My dark destiny awaits.”

      “You were never meant for this world.” Ally's whole body glowed with fire. “Neither of us were.” She embraced Dennis.

      Fire swept upward from the two of them, forming a pillar which shot high into the air. Then the pillar flashed out of existence, taking both Ally and Dennis with it.

      Before I had even a moment to process what had happened, Duffy’s thoughts crashed into my mind.

      SO I FIND MYSELF ALONE.

      I turned to see that the dragon had risen back into an upright stance. The giant spear still skewered his torso.

      NO MATTER. His chest glowed white, and both halves of the spear fell from his body. EVEN ALONE I AM ENOUGH. Duffy flapped his wings and rose into the air. WHERE IS THE TV MAN?

      I had forgotten all about Fred Hanson and his cameraman. When Fred—responding to Duffy’s command—stood up out of a crouch, I spotted them by the ledge at the roof’s edge. Though the cameraman had been keeping a low profile, he appeared to still be filming all that was occurring.

      Duffy also saw them. TELL THE WORLD MY WORDS. SHOW THEM WHAT HAPPENS WHEN I AM ANGERED.

      Fred Hanson raised his microphone to his mouth. Though I couldn’t hear what he was saying, he was clearly narrating Duffy’s thoughts.

      I HAVE INDULGED MY HUMAN SIDE TOO MUCH. I WAS TOO LENIENT, AND MY ENEMIES SAW THAT AS WEAKNESS. LET EVERYONE KNOW MY FULL POWER AS I DESTROY THIS CITY, BUILDING BY BUILDING, BRICK BY BRICK.

      Duffy folded his wings as he dived down toward the closest skyscraper. His mouth opened, and fire blasted through the windows. Glass and metal exploded outward. Duffy spiraled downward, continuing to aim a deadly stream of fire at the building.

      I stared in horror; I could only hope that the building consisted mainly of empty offices rather than apartments full of sleeping innocents.

      I did warn you, Jerome thought. Everyone knows not to poke a sleeping dragon.

      The time for stupid wisecracks has passed, Jerome, I thought. Long passed.

      Persia crowded in beside me. “This is awful. What do we do now?”

      I glanced down at the discarded titanium net not far from her feet. “Maybe you could reload your netgun and shoot me again.”

      She had no answer to that.

      Her question swirled in my mind. What do I do now? One by one, all those I thought friends had deserted me. Just like Duffy, I was alone. Only one option remained.

      Uro, I need your help.
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      No, Jerome thought. Don’t do this.

      Uro isn’t what people think, I thought.

      He’s much worse. He’s a master manipulator, and he’s been grooming you for this moment for months, Jerome thought.

      Uro is going to lead to better world where sentinels and shades and humans are equal, I thought.

      Listen to yourself, Jerome thought. You’re just spouting garbage he told you.

      It wasn’t him who’d told me that, though, I realized. It’d been Sash, just before I’d killed her. Sash, who in my dream, had asked me to give Uro a chance.

      Sash was grief-stricken when her lover died, Jerome thought, and Uro used that to create hooks in her mind. Then he used your guilt over killing her to gain access to you.

      Trusting Uro wasn’t my first choice, but, with all other options exhausted, it was time to give him a chance. Please. I need you, I thought.

      We must work closely together if you wish to succeed, Uro thought. You can’t listen to a conflicting voice.

      What did I tell you? Jerome thought.

      I can’t just cut off the necklace because it will unleash uncontrolled elemental power, I thought.

      If you follow my instructions, you can rid yourself of the necklace while sealing the elemental inside it, Uro thought.

      What do I have to do?

      Hold onto the necklace with one hand, then use your firesword to cut through it, Uro thought. Then, without letting go, hold the firesword in the other hand against both ends, searing them closed.

      I got a firm grip of the necklace with my left hand, pulling it tightly to create a separation between a section of it and my neck. A barb bit into my palm. I summoned my right firesword.

      This is your last chance, Jerome thought. If you do this, you’ll forever be a servant to—

      The firesword cut through the necklace, and Jerome’s thoughts were lost to me. I pulled the necklace free of my neck, and held it out in front of me, both ends dangling loose; I touched my firesword to the longer end. The necklace rapidly heated up, searing my hand, but I didn’t let go; I had borne worse pain. The bottom of the necklace turned orange, then a yellow light flared.

      Sealed, Uro thought.

      I moved my firesword to the shorter end, and the pain in my hand intensified. The necklace turned orange along almost its full length.

      When the yellow light flared for a second time, I immediately dropped the necklace to the ground. A bright red streak cut across my palm, and I blew on it. Then I let my hand fall to my side, shaking it, as if I could shake the pain away.

      The broken barbed-wire necklace lay on the ground by my feet. Sorry, Jerome, I thought, though of course he couldn’t read my thoughts any longer. Ironically, when Jerome had tried to betray me by trying to take over my body, I had forgiven him; it was while he sincerely tried to help me that I discarded him like a piece of garbage.

      Though looking across to where Duffy continued to burn the skyscraper, I realized I had made the only possible choice. I let my firesword disappear. When will Duffy run out of fire?

      Never, Uro thought. It comes from Brimstone, where there’s enough fire to burn the Earth many times over.

      How do I defeat him?

      Your fireswords are not enough. You need to draw on your fire magic.

      That will open a portal to Brimstone, creating more problems than it solves.

      With my guidance your connection to Brimstone can take place inside the Oasis, Uro thought. If you do that, I can ensure that no elemental crosses into Earth while also amplifying your power.

      I closed my eyes and looked inward. Heat blossomed within me, the magic coming easier than it ever had before. As well as feeling the warmth of my fire magic, I saw the blackness of the veil and through a gap in that veil, I saw the world of fire and smoke beyond. Whereas previously, I’d sensed elementals racing toward an opened portal, this time there was none of that. I recognized the Oasis from my dreams; the only thing missing was Sash smiling up at me.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw Duffy flapping his wings and rising up into the night sky, putting distance between himself and the inferno that raged in the skyscraper he had targeted. I couldn’t let him attack another building. I stretched out my arm and reached for my magic. Fire exploded from my hand in a bright beam of light that went skyward—nowhere close to Duffy—and sent me flying backward and landing on my ass.

      I cut off my magic, and the beam disappeared.

      Use what you know, Uro thought.

      I nodded. “Duffy!” I shouted out. “You realize you haven’t evolved beyond your old self—an unloved dirty cop—you’ve simply gotten uglier?” My voice rung out across the city, magically amplified, though I hadn’t consciously decided to do that.

      HAVE YOU STILL NOT LEARNED YOUR LESSON?

      “Once a cowardly bully, always a cowardly bully!” I shouted. “Beating up on an empty building doesn’t show strength. You claimed you could defeat me. Yet here I am.” I summoned my fireswords.

      FOOL. YOU CAN’T HARM ME WITH THOSE. Duffy dived straight for me.

      “I know I can’t. What about with these?” Heat blossomed within me as I called upon my magic once more. I focused on the two fireswords, and in the blink of an eye, they became twenty times larger—I was no longer wielding swords, but rather two slender pillars of fire.

      Duffy’s dive faltered slightly, but it was too late for him to turn back. He opened his mouth and breathed fire down upon me. I raised one firepillar to block while sprinting to the side. Once out of the main blast of fire, I leaped into the air. Filled with magic, my jump took me even higher than my abilities usually allowed, high enough that Duffy’s dive brought him below me.

      I swung downward. Both firepillars moved as fast and fluidly as fireswords, and they sliced straight through Duffy’s wings and into his torso.

      Duffy smashed into the roof.

      I landed lightly, then I cautiously approached the downed dragon; a quick glance was enough to assure me Duffy wouldn’t be resurrecting a second time. There was little blood because the firepillars had cauterized the wounds while causing them, but the dragon had been almost cut in two. I dismissed my weapons.

      What now? I turned from the dragon’s corpse, and I faced out toward the burning skyscraper. The ability to access fire magic through the Oasis meant that I no longer had to worry about causing elementals to cross over from Brimstone. I had taunted a dragon to attack me, then cut him down like a farmer scything wheat. I was more powerful than ever before, more powerful than I ever imagined being.

      This was a glorious victory for me.

      And yet.

      Ant yet, it felt hollow.

      The fire in the skyscraper raged. The heat from it swept upwards, carrying sparks that spiraled out across the night sky, darkening into cinders that would rain down on the city. Far below, sirens wailed, though clearly nothing could be done to save the building; the fire would burn it to rubble. How many had died tonight? Dennis and Ally, at least, though likely many more. And this was just the beginning.

      I slumped down on my haunches. The Sentinel Order had come to Lusteer to implement horrible laws which would bring war to Lusteer. And Jo had chosen this moment to join the Order.

      Not far away, Persia lay sprawled on the ground, though she was beginning to stir. Would she try to capture me again?

      I won’t let that happen, Uro thought.

      Okay. What’s next?

      Richard Sulle will arrive soon, Uro thought. Follow his lead.

      Whatever you say.
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      It was over.

      Persia stumbled to her feet, her head ringing. She touched her fingers to her left temple and they came away bloody. The impact of the dragon’s body crashing into concrete had sent her flying, and only having a banged head to complain about was a minor miracle. She was amazed most of the rooftop hadn’t collapsed; heck, she was surprised the building was still standing.

      A tangle of reptilian limbs was all that was left of the threat that had threatened the entire city; death truly was the great leveler. Rune had lowered himself into a squatting position, the dragon’s body at his back, staring out into the inferno that raged in the nearby skyscraper. Around him, small fires from the explosion of the helicopter still burned. The forlorn expression on Rune’s face contrasted sharply with what would be expected of someone who had just accomplished what he had.

      Persia knew what fire sentinels were capable of, and what Rune had just done was far beyond that. Not only had he accessed the magic of Brimstone without opening a portal that attracted elementals—something that hadn’t been possible for fire sentinels for many years—the amount of power he’d accessed was something Persia had never seen before, something Persia would have said impossible if she’d not just experienced it. The only explanation that made sense was that Uro had guided him. Despite Rune’s denials, he had to be Beacon.

      Fred Hanson came out of the shadows, speaking into his microphone, which was pushed close to his mouth. Persia couldn’t hear his words, just the rise and fall of his cadence. He spoke in a solemn tone like a priest at a funeral. He moved stiffly, showing his age. His dyed-black hair blew in the wind. Persia had no interest in knowing what he had to say. Hanson was a has-been who had been willing to become a propagandist to a monstrous beast just to regain a position in front of the camera. He had sold his soul once, and, with the dragon dead, would be looking for the next highest bidder. Similarly, Persia was sure those politicians who had bowed down before the dragon would now shift their positions and rewrite history in an eye blink by claiming they were forced to appease the dragon while secretly opposed to him. It hadn’t happened yet, and already she was sickened at the thought of it.

      She turned her attention back toward Rune. The dragon was no more, but her mission had been to ensure that Beacon didn’t fill the power vacuum. She’d been horribly premature with her previous attempt to capture Rune—even if Duffy were dead, she wasn’t sure it had been the right thing to do. If the dragon’s defeat had been orchestrated by Uro, and Rune was Uro’s representative, why did Rune look so distraught?

      Persia took several steps toward him, then she stopped, unsure. A glitter in the rubble by her feet grabbed her attention: Rune’s barbed-wire necklace, she realized. She had seen Rune cut it off earlier. Persia leaned down and picked it up. Jerome, she thought, remembering; Jerome was the name of the elemental. Rune hadn’t schemed to have the elemental possess Noah’s body—in that Flavini had been wrong at least.

      The whirring of rotor blades caused Persia to look up. Another helicopter was arriving, this one bigger than the last, and without a ballista hanging from one side. The helicopter landed, a door opened, and Richard Sulle emerged. He kept his head low as he raced out from under the wind of the rotors.

      Persia moved to intercept him. “Wait!” she called out.

      Sulle was focused on heading to Rune, and she had to grab his arm to get him to stop and face her. “It’s certain that Rune is Beacon,” she told him. “Or at least working with Uro. We have to do something.”

      “What’s that? Uro, did you say?” Sulle was only giving her half his attention, if that.

      “From his attitude, Rune may have regrets. He may go with you willingly,” Persia said. “We have to be mindful of the danger Beacon poses. You should try to get him out of here.” She nodded toward the helicopter.

      “Yes, Beacon. Everyone should fear Beacon.” Sulle shrugged out of Persia’s grip and continued toward Rune. “Leave this to me.”

      Persia started after him, then stopped, uncertain.

      Sulle moved to Rune, put a hand on his shoulder, then summoned Fred Hanson forward. The cameraman, who had been filming the dragon’s corpse, eagerly moved to get Hanson, Rune, and Sulle in shot.

      “I’d like to make a statement about what happened here today,” Sulle said.

      “Lusteer, and likely the world, is listening,” Fred said pompously, holding out his microphone.

      “The dragon tried to take the city, but the people of Lusteer would never stand for a tyrant to rule. In the name of the people of Lusteer, Rune here brought an end to its short reign of terror.”

      Fred lowered down to one knee and held his microphone to Rune, who remained in a squatting position, one hand on the ground. “Do you have anything to add?” Fred asked.

      “What he said.” Rune lowered his gaze. “Reign of terror over.”

      Fred Hanson straightened and directed the microphone back toward Sulle.

      Sulle faced the camera as he spoke. “Though we won the day, it was not without cost. I want to offer my deepest sympathies to all who lost their lives tonight. Whether it was here in Verge Tower, across the way in the Cooper Building,”—Sulle gestured at the burning skyscraper—“at City Hall, at the police station, or one of the other places that experienced violence tonight. For those who aren’t yet aware, the Sentinel Order decided to use tonight’s chaos and the black of night to advance its terrible agenda. They used the tragic death of Mayor Maxwell to usurp his position at City Hall.”

      “For those who don’t know you, Mr. Sulle, can you briefly talk about who you are,” Fred said.

      “Many know me as Richard Sulle: businessman, philanthropist, and owner of Verge Tower. What most do not know is that I am a shade, and I choose this pivotal moment in the city’s history to reveal that fact.”

      “A shade,” Fred said. “Just like the dragon.”

      “Yes and no. Yes, I’m a shade, but no, I’m not like him. Just as humans come in many different flavors, from the noble to the psychopathic, so too do shades. Evil is what must be opposed, not those who are different. The world only recently learned about the existence of the supernatural, and the natural tendency was to simplify our understanding by seeing all shades as the same, and this tendency has been taken advantage of by those with an agenda to make good people hateful and fearful.”

      “It’s true, though, that shades are more powerful than ordinary people,” Fred said.

      “That’s not a reason to massacre them.” Sulle’s fingers tightened on Rune’s shoulder. “Rune Russell has more power than almost anyone, and, as everyone has seen, he’s a bloody hero—more than that, he’s a bloody superhero. Adjustments need to be made, but the Sentinel Order’s plan to kill all shades is no solution, but an atrocity.”

      “This country was built on diversity,” Fred Hanson said, nodding.

      “Exactly. I want to be a leader in a movement which will seek a new status quo which incorporates the supernatural into society fairly. To that end, and in conjunction with my admission that I am a shade, I am adopting a new name: Beacon Sulle. I am also changing the name of this building to Beacon Tower—let it be a light to those without hope.”

      Persia didn’t hear Fred Hanson’s follow-up question. Richard Sulle was Beacon. Persia backed away from the interview. Sulle and Fred Hanson continued paying her no attention. Rune glanced her way but didn’t move to stop her retreat. She turned and broke into a sprint, running for the ramp, and she hurtled down that as fast as she dared. She saw no one as she passed through the dragon’s reception room. She sprinted down empty corridors until she found a door to the back stairs. She charged into the stairwell, then skidded to a stop.

      She doubled over, sucking in big gasps of air as she recovered her breathing. Several dark splatters appeared by her shoes; it took her a moment to realize that it was her own blood dripping down. She straightened. The blood was coming from her left hand which gripped the barbed-wire necklace. She took the necklace into her right hand, then wiped her left on her trousers.

      The memory of Noah lying still and pale on his bed popped into her head. Noah would have hated what he had turned into, she’d known that from the start. She hadn’t been able to let him go; in a very real way, it was for herself she kept him alive, not for him.

      She raised the bloodied barbed-wire necklace so it dangled in front of her face. She also hated the idea of seeing someone else looking out through his eyes, but perhaps it was something she could live for. Noah would have preferred to have his body give life to another rather than just waste away—it would allow his passing to have meaning. Noah had been more giving than she was; he always was the better of the two.

      You will have a lot to live up to, Jerome, she thought, then she slipped the necklace into her pocket and started down the stairs.

      Uro, the most powerful elemental Brimstone had ever known, had made his move—Beacon had presented himself to the world, and although it wasn’t Rune, the fire sentinel was allied with Uro and Beacon. The Sentinel Order would use brutal methods to oppose him—they’d kill every shade in the city if they were allowed to.

      Neither side could prevail, not if Persia was to grow old in a country she could be proud of. The battle against Duffy had merely been a prequel of what was to come—the real war had just begun.
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      Book 5, Fire Servant is due out in 2019, followed closely by the final book in the series, Fire Sacrifice.
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      In the meantime discover a brand new urban fantasy series with a free series starter, The Demon Mirror, by signing up to my mailing list (you’ll also get to keep up to date on releases).
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      http://davidjnormoyle.com/readers-group/
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