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Cover Blurb
 
    
 
   Fourteen years ago, the gateway to Faerie opened and the denizens spilled forth into our world, fleeing a war that was destroying their world.  The Faerie, Elves, Imps, Goblins, Vampires, Werewolves, Dragons and thousands of other supernatural creatures infested our world, struggling to co-exist with humanity.  And they brought back the magic.  It’s not a sane world any longer.
 
    
 
   When a child is kidnapped through magic, Guardian Glass is ordered to find her, by any means necessary.  As he begins his investigation, it becomes increasingly clear that nothing is what it seems…and that the kidnapping is only the first step in a plot that strikes at the very heart of magic, and threatens to plunge humanity into eternal darkness.
 
    
 
   


  
 



Prologue
 
    
 
   Call me Glass.
 
    
 
   It’s not my real name, of course.  Those of us who work with magic know better than to share our real names with just anyone.  An enemy with bad intentions could use our names, the core of our very beings, against us.  I chose Glass.  You want to make something of it?
 
    
 
   Anyway, what you need to know is simple.  Ten years ago, the magic returned to our world.  At first, it was just strange sightings and rumours, mainly out in the countryside.  No one believed a word of it, not even when cattle and sheep started to vanish, until the first humans started to vanish.  Hitchhikers, isolated farmers, even the occasional child…and then, finally, it became too great to ignore.  The world was changing right in front of us.
 
    
 
   It turned out that the Faerie – the Fair Folk – were losing a war.  They called their enemies the Forsaken – we don’t know why – and they were being forced to flee into our world, a world they had abandoned long ago.  Imagine the refugees of a war fleeing across the border and trying to make a new life somewhere else.  That’s what was happening to the Fair Folk…and the thousands of other denizens of their world.  Ghosts and demons, dragons and mermaids, vampires and werewolves and things that go bump in the night.  They were moving into our world…
 
    
 
   And they brought the magic back.  Suddenly, humans were developing strange and new powers, trying to come to terms with the way the world had changed all around them.  I was a child at the time, but I recall the first burst of power passing through me, revealing my new talents for all to see.  
 
    
 
   They call us Guardians, the men and women who try to keep some kind of sanity in a world that is no longer sane, no longer safe for human beings.  The Government appoints us and then washes its hands of us.  They don’t want to know what we have to do to keep the balance.  They wouldn’t want to know even if they could understand it.  It’s our world now. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
    
 
   There were people who called themselves Satanists who made Crowley squirm. It wasn't just the things they did, it was the way they blamed it all on Hell. They'd come up with some stomach-churning idea that no demon could have thought of in a thousand years, some dark and mindless unpleasantness that only a fully-functioning human brain could conceive, then shout “The Devil Made Me Do It” and get the sympathy of the court when the whole point was that the Devil hardly ever made anyone do anything. He didn't have to.
 
   -Good Omens, Neil Gaiman and Terry Pratchett
 
    
 
   The stench of magic was so powerful that anyone – everyone - could sense it.
 
    
 
   It hit me the moment I stepped onto the grounds.  The waves of dark magic, of power, roaring out from a gateway into Hell and spilling out into the mundane world.  The school looked normal, from a distance, but I knew that something was badly wrong.  The complete absence of children in sight and the police cars marking out a barrier, surrounding the school, only added to the sense of looming disaster.  Something was very wrong.
 
    
 
   “We heard a vague report from the school before it happened,” the police chief said.  He was a short fat man, competent enough in his own field, but completely out of his depth when dealing with magic.  Most people are scared of magic and not without reason.  Untamed magic is the most dangerous power on Earth.  “The team that responded went inside and we never heard anything from them again.  We screamed to the Feds…”
 
    
 
   “And the Feds screamed to me,” I said.  There just aren’t enough people like me in the world.  There are only a handful of Guardians and we’re always badly overworked.  We get paid more than a General, but we rarely have time to sit back and relax, let alone spend it.  “Any idea what caused it?”
 
    
 
   I had half an idea already, but I wanted to hear what he had to say.  “No,” the police chief said.  “We only got here when it was already underway.”
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said.  I had automatic command of any situation involving magic.  Luckily, this police officer was inclined to cooperate.  “Keep your men well back.  I’m going in there alone.”
 
    
 
   The sense of imminent doom only grew stronger as I walked up the path towards the main entrance.  The school was one of those schools for rich little boys and girls, specialising in turning their brains to mush while feeding them a diet that was supposed to keep them healthy, but they didn’t deserve whatever was happening inside.  I paused on the threshold and closed my eyes, feeling the waves of dark emotion spinning around me, and pushed open the door.  It was like standing against a hurricane, but I pressed on through it, somehow.  I’m protected, but don’t ask by what.
 
    
 
   The answer would only upset you.
 
    
 
   I saw the blood as soon as I opened my eyes.  There was blood everywhere, more than I would have expected to see from a single body, although there was more blood in a person than most people generally expected.  There were upwards of five hundred teenage kids trapped somewhere within the school, I knew, but it seemed as if they had all been killed to drench the entire area in blood.  Now I could use my senses properly, I could feel the twisting waves of magic emanating through the school…and locate their source.  It was somewhere towards the rear of the school.
 
    
 
   The doorway – no surprises there – was locked.  I kicked it hard enough to smash in a window, but it didn’t budge.  I pulled out a small toolkit – you need all kinds of equipment in my job – and carefully removed the lock from the door, pushing it open easily.  I half-expected to be attacked the moment I stuck my head through the door, but instead all I saw was a pile of bodies, lying on the ground.  I thought for a chilling moment that most of the kids had been slaughtered, but once I took a closer look I realised that it was some of the police team.  They hadn’t died pleasantly – as if there were such a thing – and looked as if they had torn each other apart.  There was blood on their hands and uniforms.  They had weapons on their belts, but they hadn’t used them.  They had simply turned on each other with their bare hands and blood ran through the corridors.
 
    
 
   I could have sworn that I heard someone – or something – laughing in the distance.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t easy to force down my rising gorge, but somehow I managed.  It helped that I had actually seen worse, although I don’t know many others who had.  It took barely a minute to check that all five of them were dead, but in doing so, I learned more than I had ever wanted to learn about how they had died.  It hadn’t just been their bare hands.  They had committed unspeakable acts on each other.
 
    
 
   Whoever did this will pay, I thought, promising the dead the only consolation I could give them, bloody retribution.  Whoever did this will pay in blood and suffering.
 
    
 
   I tried to put it out of my mind as I stepped around the bodies and walked onwards, into the first classroom.  It refused to fade.  There were dark magical spells that were fuelled by death and suffering, the more violent the better, and it certainly felt as if the random slaughter hadn’t been as random and pointless as I had thought.  Policemen do have their bad apples and buddy-fuckers, but most of them are good people, the second-best kind of magical sacrifice, assuming that one has the balls to start draining people for magical power.  The first best kind?  Children; the younger the better.
 
    
 
   And I really didn’t like the implications of this taking place in a school.
 
    
 
   The first classroom was the first place where I saw signs of life, but not what I expected.  There were fifteen teenage boys and twenty girls in the room and they were going at each other, fucking like crazy until their bodies were bleeding, driven onwards by their passion.  It looked like one of those depraved college parties you hear so much about in the gutter press – and yet somehow never get invited to – but their eyes were those of the damned and suffering.  Whatever had them in its thrall was playing with them, using their bodies to generate more power for its tangled web, while amusing itself at the same time.  I concentrated, trying to weave a calming spell, but it was useless against the force controlling their bodies.  I tried harder…
 
    
 
   And they turned to look at me.
 
    
 
   I don’t like mobs.  There’s an old saying about a mob being only half as smart as the stupidest person in it.  A mob has no rules, no limits, but at the same time, it wants the very basics.  Hatred, fear, rage and pretty much every other dark emotion can be used to link a mob together into a howling mass that will not be satisfied, short of a bloody sacrifice.  I had the feeling that this mob of naked teenage children, their eyes soulless, wanted me.
 
    
 
   They lunged at me and I stepped back, drawing my two short fighting sticks as I dropped into a combat position.  I could have drawn my ever-loaded pistol and shot most of them, but they weren't responsible for their actions.  I had come into the school to save the survivors, however many there were of them, and I wasn't going to kill any of them if it could be avoided.  I didn’t bother trying to negotiate with them, or plead for mercy; I merely fought as carefully as possible.
 
    
 
   I was lucky.  Whatever was controlling them didn’t care about their lives, or tactics, they just lunged at me.  I’d been in similar positions back in the Army, although this mob wasn't armed to the teeth with the latest knock-off Russian weapons, and I didn’t panic.  I moved quickly backwards and forwards, lashing out with neat precise blows, and left most of them on the ground, unconscious.  The remainder kept fighting, their faces twisted into rage and hatred such as no teenage girl should ever show, and I kept ducking and dodging.  One caught hold of my hair and pulled it back, another unleashed a wicked punch towards my groin and I was forced to kick her hard in the chest.  The force controlling them didn’t care about their pain.  A kick that should have had her on the ground gasping to breath didn’t stop her.  I had to knock them all out to win.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, afterwards.  If they’d known what they were doing, in some dark recess of their minds, being knocked out had probably come as a relief.  “I’ll get you out of here, somehow.”
 
    
 
   The sense of dark magic, mixed with newer and even darker emissions, grew stronger as I walked onwards through the school.  No one else sought to block my way, but as I glanced into classrooms, I saw scenes of horror.  A school, even one run by do-gooders, is a maelstrom of suppressed emotions and hatreds, some of them seemingly trivial to adults.  Nerds and Geeks hate Jocks with a fury and passion unknown even to the magic-driven terrorists who cause so much trouble these days.  The social queens are hated by every other girl in the school.  Popular teachers are loathed by the remainder of the teaching staff, while some teachers bear the brunt of universal hatred from their students.  I could understand their feelings.  I had been a bit of a geek at school myself and Big Jim the football star had found shoving my head down the toilet a fun way to pass the time.  He’d been less happy when my magic manifested and turned him into a frog.  
 
    
 
   I reached a gym hall, large enough to play a game of indoor baseball or something, and stopped.  The waves of dark magic were centred on the hall and something was screaming at me to run, to leave the school and its helpless pupils behind and call in an air strike.  A flight of bombers would deal with the school and the problem festering within its walls, I hoped, but it would also kill the pupils.  Some of them might have been small bastards growing up to be big bastards, but they didn’t deserve to die.  I steeled myself against the waves of repelling emotions, so powerful and pervasive that they made me feel dirty and unclean just by being so close to them, and pushed onwards.  The door was unlocked, as if whoever was waiting for me had made a decision not to bar my passage any further…
 
    
 
   Abandon all hope, all ye who enter here, I thought, and stepped inside.
 
    
 
   The demon was waiting for me.
 
    
 
   He - it; demons are sexless, taking whatever form amuses them or our minds grant them – looked human, at first.  It was a tall naked Adonis, although where he should have had a penis to match his muscles there was nothing but smooth white skin, with the body of a Greek god.  Literally, in its case; he had muscles on his muscles.  It was strange, but merely looking at him made me feel small and insignificant.  It was wearing the fantasy male body, created in the mind of a teenaged girl.  Over-proportioned, yet non-threatening and handsome enough to be utterly unbelievable.  
 
    
 
   And then I looked closer.  No one could have mistaken it for human.  The eyes, which had seemed a soft brown colour, were burning coals.  The face, so classically handsome, was cold and inhuman, beyond human weaknesses.  The hair, seemingly as red as the hair of that stupid Irish pop band that everyone hates, was a wall of fire.  The demon wasn't even bothering to try to deceive me any longer.  I knew that it knew that I knew what it was.
 
    
 
   “Well,” the demon said, in a pleasant voice that felt like burning coals in my head, “why not come in and enjoy the show?”
 
    
 
   I forced myself to overcome the feeling of instinctive revulsion and stepped forward.  Merely being so close to the demon was painful, and almost impossible.  It stank of corruption and decay, of meat that had gone off for years, of every dark thought you’d had in your life.  It seemed to be surrounded by a chorus of screams, the howling of the damned, and the weeping, wailing and gnashing of teeth of everyone who’d signed a bargain with it.  Even standing where it was, trapped within an invisible wall, it was the most dangerous presence in the room and I knew it.  It knew that I knew that too.
 
    
 
   “Demon,” I said.  It was suddenly so hard to talk.  My mouth had gone completely dry.  “How is it that thou are out of the pit?”
 
    
 
   “Are such formalities necessary?”  The demon asked, politely.  There was an undertone of mockery in its voice.  “We’re going to know each other so well, you and I.”
 
    
 
   I concentrated, recalling my demon lore.  This was no sprite summoned by a housewife to play mean tricks on her neighbours, or an imp or fairy from the Fair Courts, but a full-blooded demon.  Well, full-spirited, but you get the idea.  Like all such creatures, it was bound by the rules, which meant that it had to give the idiot who’d summoned it whatever they wanted, but it was never safe to trust a demon.  They always had a sting in the tail.  If a demon offers you eternal life, take care that it doesn’t mean as a ghost, or a stone statue. Both have happened in the past.
 
    
 
   And it would lie.  Demons always lie, unless a truth can hurt more.
 
    
 
   “They are,” I said, firmly.  One thing was certain.  I hadn’t granted the demon any power over me.  It might still be able to kill me, but it couldn’t command me.  “How is it that thou are out of the pit?”
 
    
 
   The demon smiled.  “Look around you,” it said, casually.  There was a mocking tone in its voice, as if it already knew the punch line of a joke.  “Enjoy the show.”
 
    
 
   I almost swore, but bit the words down in time.  A demon might have taken advantage of a swearword to attack me; God only knew what I might summon so close to an active gateway to hell.  Instead, I looked around…and saw the girls.  The demon’s presence had been so overwhelming that I had missed them completely.  I saw…and swallowed a second swearword.  All of a sudden, I knew just what had happened here.
 
    
 
   There were six of them, all naked, kneeling around the summoning circle, their faces blank and expressionless.  I wasn't surprised by the nakedness – witches, enchantresses and sorceresses need to be naked to tap into their greatest powers – but I was surprised by their expressions.  They should have been dictating to the demon they’d summoned, but instead they were trapped, helpless.  It took me a moment to understand why, but when I saw I shivered.  There were five helpless girls, trapped in a moment of frozen magic…and their leader.  She was shivering helplessly as the demon drained her, her face torn between youth and old age, her bones already showing through her flesh…
 
    
 
   “She had a great hate,” the demon observed, conversationally.  He might have been reading my mind, or he might have been following my expression.  Either was possible with demons.  “She looked in the mirror and saw fat.  She was hounded and tormented by those she considered superior.  She hated – oh, she hated as only a human can hate – and she lusted for revenge.”
 
    
 
   I said nothing, examining the Seal of Solomon the girls had created.  It should have held the demon properly, but I could see why things had gotten so badly out of control.  They should have been able to hold the demon, but…
 
    
 
   “She found this little coven,” the demon agreed.  “She convinced them that she was a witch too.  They were fooled.  None of them were any great shakes when it came to magic.”  I wasn’t fooled by its drop into slang.  The odds were that it would try to mislead me now.  “They drew this circle with their own blood and summoned me, decanting me into an idealised vision they held in their minds.  If they’d all been magicians, it would have worked…”
 
    
 
   I knew the rest.  The spell had depended upon all six of the casters being magic-users.  If one of them were a fake, the demon would have been able to work through them, rather than merely having no choice, but to obey orders.  It had granted their wishes for power and revenge, tearing apart the entire school to satisfy whims and desires most of them hadn’t even known they had, but it had also drawn on enough power to manifest itself properly in the mundane world.  Once the girls died, having been completely drained of their energy, it would be free to walk the world and commit havoc.  Our world would suffer under its antics…
 
    
 
   Oh, an angel might come down to remove the demon, but I knew better than to count on it.  The Compact between Heaven and Hell prevented uninvited interference with both sides, ever since Jesus walked the Earth, but humans had summoned the demon into our world.  Heaven might choose not to get involved.  If the demon got free, we would be helpless against it.  It knew that as well as I did.
 
    
 
   The demon smiled.  There was nothing human in its face now.
 
    
 
   “And what are you going to do?”  It asked, mockingly.  “What choice are you going to make now?”
 
    
 
   I looked down at the leader, the fake witch, and winced.  Her body and soul was being drained directly.  It wouldn’t be long before the demon had enough power to manifest openly without her, but until then, there was still a chance.  I stepped forward and placed my hands on her shoulder.  She felt cold and clammy under my fingers, as if I was touching an ill baby, one on the verge of death.  Merely touching her made me feel sick.  I looked down at the symbols, drawn in their own blood on the floor, and winced.  The demon was well beyond depending on them now.  Breaking the circle would merely free it from the remaining constraints early.
 
    
 
   “Of course you could,” the demon said, pleasantly.  “You could end it right now.”
 
    
 
   I stared at it.  “And then…what?”
 
    
 
   “Why, you get the pleasure of my company at a later date,” the demon said.  It had shed its human form entirely.  I wasn't sure if the red swarm of deadly light was its real form, or merely another metaphor the human mind would understand, but I could no longer look at it directly.  “After all the shit you’ve done, what do you think you deserve?”
 
    
 
   Its voice became sweeter.  “And if you make a deal with me now, I won’t torment you afterwards.  I won’t even trick you, human man.”
 
    
 
   I shivered.  The hell of it – pun not intended – was that the demon was telling the truth.  If it made a deal with me, any kind of deal, it would have to keep that deal…and it wouldn’t even try to trick me.   I could avoid the fires of hell…
 
    
 
   But that would leave the demon free on Earth.  I couldn’t allow that to happen.  The oath I had sworn to the United States of America had to mean something.  Whatever the consequences for me personally, I wasn’t going to allow the United States to suffer because of my inaction.  I’d be remembered longer than Benedict Arnold, assuming that anyone survived to condemn me…I couldn’t do that, whatever the cost.
 
    
 
   I put my hands on the girl’s neck and broke it with one smooth motion.
 
    
 
   The demon flickered once and vanished…
 
    
 
   But its laughter echoed in my head for a long time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Kids! Bringing about Armageddon can be dangerous. Do not attempt it in your own home. 
 
   -Good Omens, Neil Gaiman and Terry Pratchett
 
    
 
   The moment the demon vanished; I felt the magic curling through the building start to fade.  The demon’s presence would have boosted and enhanced the magic the girls had generated, but without the demon in the circuit, it wouldn’t be long before it fell back to the normal background level.  I had to act fast…and I could barely think.  The Demon Shock was already starting to affect me.  I reeled, as if I were drunk, and forced myself to stand straight.  I didn’t have much time.
 
    
 
   I checked my radio.  It was working, much to my relief.  Magic can do strange things to technology; there are places out in the countryside where technology barely works at all, no matter how simple or complicated.  “Chief,” I said, keying the radio, “it’s safe to move in now.  The danger has gone, but everyone in the building needs medical attention.  Leave the gym strictly alone until I clear it first.  Go.”
 
    
 
   The police would take care of the injured – or, at least, those that had survived the experience.  The demon had forced their dark inner selves to surface, the better to generate enough magic for its manifestation, and even the uninjured would be a long time healing.  The lucky ones would know what they’d done under the demon’s spell; the unlucky ones would never know, but suspect, until their dying day.
 
    
 
   “Idiots,” I said, looking down at the five girls.  Freed from the spell, they were lying on the ground, moaning.  Two of them had blood running in streams from their eyes.  They’d seen something that no mortal mind, not even a Guardian, could handle without being scarred.  They’d be lucky to regain their sight, even with the most advanced medical and magical techniques.  They hadn’t lost it through any mundane cause.  “What were you thinking?”
 
    
 
   I checked the first girl quickly.  She had been attractive once, with nice breasts and legs, but now she looked like a famine victim from Ethiopia or Afghanistan.  Her bones showed through skin that had become almost translucent, but she was in no immediate danger.  I checked the other four quickly and confirmed my suspicions.  The demon hadn’t been able to drain them all dry before I’d arrived.  The bastard had known that it wouldn’t work any longer…and had baited me anyway.
 
    
 
   Another wave of dizziness crashed over me and I staggered, before stumbling towards the small collection of safety equipment mounted on the wall.  A red fire hose case loomed up in front of me and I clutched it gratefully, as a child might clutch a teddy bear, feeling how real it was.  I could have held it forever, but that was the Demon Shock talking.  There was no time to waste.  I unsnapped the cover on the wall, unhooked the hose, and pointed it at the symbols the girls had drawn on the floor.  They’d been luckier than they deserved to be.  They’d somehow managed to get half of the runes and glyphs wrong.  No wonder the demon had been able to drain them so easily.  A little more incompetence and it would all have been over very quickly.
 
    
 
   “You wanted revenge,” I muttered, to the girls.  In their state, I doubt they heard me.  I was talking more to myself.  “Was it really worth the price you paid?”
 
    
 
   I pointed the fire extinguisher at the symbols and triggered the water.  The pressure nearly pushed me over backwards, but I knew somehow that if I fell on the floor, I wouldn’t be able to move again for a long time.  I couldn’t leave the circle on the floor for long.  The residues of magic would be drawn to it in the long run…and that would be very dangerous for the school, assuming that they weren't closed down in the wake of this disaster.  Parents get very nervous when magic is near their children, not without reason.  Children have no sense of proportion, let alone right or wrong.  The girls could have hexed all of their enemies with ease, but no, they’d had to go for a demon.  Idiots.
 
    
 
   The symbols washed away as I played the water over the floor, rapidly becoming unreadable as I sprayed them all with care.  Any magician with proper training would have known better than to risk summoning a demon, but the girls hadn’t really known what they were doing.  They’d created a circle that acted as an open invocation for a demon, a full-fledged Duke of Hell.  The symbols they’d drawn proved how short-sighted they’d been.  In science, the symbol and the item are not the same things, but in magic, they are.  That is the core behind magic.  The symbol has control over the reality.
 
    
 
   Water to dampen the magic, I thought tightly.  The girls were still moaning, but I ignored them and continued to spray until the symbols had been completely destroyed.  The fire extinguisher ran dry and I dropped it, narrowly missing my feet.  It might not have been a bad thing – the pain would have helped me to stay focused – but I couldn’t afford broken feet now.  It would have made completing my tasks impossible.
 
    
 
   I looked around the gym, searching for the book I knew they had to have somewhere…and finally saw it lying on a shelf that held gym equipment.  Nothing was too expensive for the school, I realised, as I staggered over and picked up the book.  I’d expected an old leather-bound volume, looking like something from the previous few centuries, but instead it was printed on modern paper, with the help of a mundane printing press.  I didn’t understand, at first, until I checked inside and realised that all of the symbols had been drawn carefully separate, rather than together.  The symbol is not the thing, even in magic, if the symbol is not complete.  Whoever had created the book had done an astonishing job.  He had also created a nightmare.
 
    
 
   “Stupid bastard,” I swore.  The girls moaned again and I realised I’d probably left them there longer than I should have done.  They needed urgent medical treatment – and probably a trial.  Once the news got out, once the parents of the dead or dying realised who was to blame for what had happened to their children, they would be out for revenge.  Could the girls even be tried for their crimes in their state?  I wouldn’t have put money on two of them surviving for the remainder of the week.
 
    
 
   I keyed my radio again as I picked up the book, after a quick check for unpleasant surprises.  Magical books are rare – until now, I was beginning to realise – and most of them have booby traps implanted into their text for unwary visitors.  I didn’t like it – books are there to be read, not to do horrible things to the readers – but I doubted that anyone cared what I thought.  There’s a storybook in the Department of Magic that holds one of my fellow Guardians.  She opened the book without taking any proper precautions and now she’s nothing, but part of the story.  She probably hates it, if she can still think for herself; the story isn’t anything beyond a simple older version of a children’s tale.  I hadn’t read the version of Snow White where she’s awakened, not by Prince Charming, but by the birth of twins, after the Prince had been and gone.
 
    
 
   “Chief, you can send medics into the gym now,” I said, carefully.  I’d taken one last look around the room and seen nothing else out of the ordinary, nor had a cursory scan found any trace of magic left in the room.  Hell, the book they’d somehow obtained didn’t have any trace of magic in the pages.  Whoever had written it deserved a reward.  A punch in the nose, for preference, followed by being thrown out the nearest window.  We’d have to find him, quickly, but I had a nasty feeling that that particular genie was already out of the bottle.  Modern technology, mixed with magic, had produced surprises before and would probably do so again.  “They’re going to need stretchers.”
 
    
 
   I waited with the girls until the medics clambered down the steps.  “My God,” the lead medic said.  His nametag read BOB.  “What the hell happened here?”
 
    
 
   “Hell is about right,” I said, grimly.  The medics were pouring over the girls, examining them quickly, before lifting them up and placing them on the stretchers.  I assisted one of them to lift one of the girls and was surprised at how light she felt.  She seemed to weigh less than a feather.  Judging from her emancipated body, I suspected that she wouldn’t survive the night.  “Get them to hospital and do what you can for them.”
 
    
 
   I followed them up the stairs and back into the school.  The aura of magic had faded completely, leaving the bloodstained floors and the bodies horribly out of place.  The scene almost sent me into another dizzy spell, but I forced myself onwards, somehow.  It was so hard to focus my mind, but I had no choice.  I had to get the book back to my superiors and convince them that a Guardian should be assigned to hunt down the bastard who had produced it.  If we moved quickly, perhaps we could destroy them all before another school – or worse – was destroyed by a demon from the pits.
 
    
 
   The sound of crying, great heaving sobs from hundreds of throats was growing louder as I reached one of the classrooms.  The medics were trying to calm the teenagers down, but they’d been scarred too badly by the demon and its sticky fingers in their heads, awakening urges that normal civilised people struggle to repress.  I saw bodies torn apart, some by other teenagers, others by their own hands. I hadn’t known that it was possible to commit suicide by snapping your own neck with your bare hands, but one of the boys, his hands stained with blood, had somehow succeeded.  Had the demon pushed him into giving way to the great despair that lurks at the back of any human mind, I wondered, or had he killed himself when the spell snapped and he realised what he had done?  He wasn’t the only one who had killed himself, either; there had been several suicides in the last few moments.  The demon, I guessed, had been trying to rush things once I had walked in to confront it.  The girls who had summoned the creature would be lucky not to be lynched by a mob.
 
    
 
   I found an empty room and stumbled into it, sitting down in a comfortable chair that had probably belonged to the headmaster.  I needed to focus badly, but the Demon Shock was setting in firmly.  My eyes felt like blazing coals in my head, burning away at my soul, and I wanted nothing more than to sleep.  I didn’t dare sleep in the school, not until it had been emptied.  God alone knew what might have been attracted by the demon’s presence.  Any number of supernatural creatures might come to investigate once the night fell and the building was emptied.
 
    
 
   “I should report, I know,” I said, aloud, opening my eyes again.  It hadn’t improved the pain.  I massaged them gently with my fingertips, but that didn’t help either.  I wanted eyewash, but I knew that that wouldn’t help either.  The only cure for Demon Shock that anyone knew about was just to allow it to take its course.  I could have had someone perform a memory-wiping spell on me, but somehow – and no one knew why – the Demon Shock would remain.  Magic can’t solve all problems, no matter what most magic-users will tell you.  It normally creates more problems than it solves.  “I just need to…”
 
    
 
   I looked around the room in hopes of finding a distraction, and realised that I had stumbled into the Magical Creatures study room.  It was decorated with pictures of the creatures that had infested our world ever since the Fair Folk lost their war with their mysterious enemy, sending thousands upon thousands of nightmares and horrors into our world.  Some were quite mundane and common, such as the Werewolves and Vampires, others were far more dangerous – and, thankfully, rare.  For most people who encounter a medusa…well, it’s normally the last thing they see.  I saw a poster for Sour Ron, a well-known vampire-worshipper, and sighed.  There are entire cults formed around vampires, attended by idiots who think that vampires are sexy and romantic, mostly because they’ve never met one.  Vampires are not just bloodsuckers, but worse; they suck away at your very soul.  If you fall into their thrall, they’ll drain you dry…and yet, some people regard that servitude as a honour.  There are times when I wonder if the human race deserves to survive.  How stupid can we get, really?
 
    
 
   The door opened and the Police Chief stuck his head into the room.  “They’re going to be emptying the building for hours,” he said, grimly, “but so far they’ve found over two hundred bodies.”
 
    
 
   I winced.  I had known that it was going to be bad, but I hadn’t known just how bad.  I tried to look on the bright side, to remember that if the girls had tried for something smaller, they might have managed to manifest it fully before I arrived to throw a wrench into their plans, but it wasn't easy.  The death toll was far too high.  It would only give ammunition to the anti-magical crowd in Congress, who would demand laws that would be completely unenforceable and lead to more problems for the Guardians.
 
    
 
   “What happened here?”  The Police Chief demanded.  “What happened to these kids?”
 
    
 
   “Drained,” I said, bitterly.  I had failed them.  If I had acted quicker, perhaps some of the dead would have survived.  The demon’s mocking laughter echoed in my head again, rattling around my skull.  “They were used and then drained dry.  I’m sorry, Chief.”
 
    
 
   “That doesn’t help,” the Police Chief snapped.  “Who did this to them?”
 
    
 
   I could have told him.  It would have been the easy choice.  “That’s an official Guardian matter,” I said, firmly.  The Guardians have jurisdiction over all magical incidents and crime, at least where humans are concerned, principally because no one else wants it.  “The incident will be investigated and the guilty will be punished.”
 
    
 
   He glared at me.  I knew he wanted to shake me, perhaps hit me, and I wouldn’t have blamed him in the slightest.  “Damn you,” he snapped.  “What are you going to do about it?”
 
    
 
   “Whatever I need to do,” I said.  I would call my superiors and get them to send a team to the hospital, where they would pick up the girls and transport them to a more secure location.  If they survived, they might be able to give us a lead on the person who gave them the magical – yet not magical – book.  If not…if not, we wouldn’t have to bother with a trial.  “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   I wanted to sound compassionate.  I probably just sounded tired and worn.  In any case, he stood up and stomped out of the room.  I sighed and carefully pulled myself up out of the chair, feeling my legs buckling before I managed to stand upright.  It seemed an eternity before I reached the door, but once I was through, it was easier to walk down the corridor towards the entrance.  My mind just couldn’t take it any more.  On one side, the school was a school, with pictures the pupils had created on the walls decorating the building.  On the other, it was a chamber of horrors, with dead bodies everywhere.  The city was going to be in mourning for months.  There hadn’t been a similar disaster since Mannington.
 
    
 
   The fresh air might have smelled of gasoline fumes, but it tasted wonderful as I walked away from the school towards the police line.  They hadn’t wasted time, I realised; the police had been joined by a unit from the National Guard.  The Mayor probably wanted to show people that he was Doing Something about the magical menace, although the Guardsmen would probably be worse than useless against the demon.  It would just have given the monster more warm bodies to play with after it broke loose from the circle.
 
    
 
   And then there were the reporters.  I tried to walk away from them, trying to reach a place where I could teleport away from the city, but they got in my way, shouting all kinds of questions.  I had learned to hate reporters very quickly and most Guardians don’t talk to them at all.  They never understand a word we say, or why we do the things we do.  Two of my comrades died last year because an investigative reporter found out their real names…and published them.  Their enemies used that information to kill them.
 
    
 
   I ignored them until one of them got in my way.  “Guardian,” he shouted, loudly enough to be heard over the crowd.  “What happened in there?  The people demand answers!  Tell us what happened!  Who did this to our kids?  Did you do it to them?”
 
    
 
   Red rage bubbled up in my mind.  I felt the magic twisting and bending around me, resolving into a sense of death…or worse.  It would have been easy to kill him, or to force him to do something – anything – or transform him into a frog.  It would have been so easy…
 
    
 
   Something must have shown on my face, because he dropped his notebook and ran.  The other reporters stumbled back – some of them were probably sensitive enough to feel the magic charge billowing around me like an oncoming thunderstorm – and I forced myself to relax.  The magic field calmed down, just enough for me to alter it and teleport home.
 
    
 
   The moment I arrived home, I collapsed on the floor and blacked out. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “You can't ask questions, it's magic. It doesn't explain anything, it's magic. You don't know where it comes from, it's magic! That's what I don't like about magic, it does everything by magic!”
 
   Commander Vimes, Discworld
 
    
 
   The floor might have been hard stone, but it felt so good.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” a voice said.  “You can’t lie there all day.”
 
    
 
   “Get lost,” I said, when I could muster the energy to speak.  “I’ve had a long day.”
 
    
 
   A brown hand reached down and helped me to my feet.  “I noticed,” Varsha said, softly.  “As long as you lie on the landing pad, Glass, no one else is going to be able to visit.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want anyone visiting,” I said, between breaths.  It was suddenly much harder to breathe.  The Demon Shock hadn’t worn off yet.  It would be days before I felt anything approaching normal again.  “I want a long bath and a cup of coffee.”
 
    
 
   Varsha snorted.  “I’ll give you the coffee when you’ve had a bath,” she said, firmly.  She kept hold of my arm as I started to stumble towards the stairs.  Normally, I would have brushed her off and told her to stop mothering me, but right now I needed it.  The concern in her eyes was worrying, however.  She should know better than to grow too attached to me, or any other Guardian.  We don’t always live long enough to enjoy our retirement pay.  “I heard something on the news, but they didn’t say very much.  What happened?”
 
    
 
   “Leave it,” I said, harshly.  I didn’t want to talk about it, to her or to anyone else.  There are no psychologists who can talk to Guardians on their own terms.  Some civilian psychologists make good money on the talk show circuit claiming that we’re all power-mad bastards who have somehow escaped Washington’s control, or worse, humanity’s enemies in friendly clothing.  They don’t understand us, but then, I don’t understand them either.  A psychologist can take a small problem – a kid, perhaps, who needs nothing more than a clout on the ear – and turn it into a major problem requiring many expensive sessions to cure.  “Don’t touch the book either.  Just help me upstairs.”
 
    
 
   Varsha nodded once, her dark hair falling over my arm.  Varsha Gupta was a refugee from India, a child born to untouchable parents, but with a taste of magic.  The Indian Government swears blind that it doesn’t happen, but with some of their gods walking the Earth again, an untouchable child with magic will either be taken away by a higher caste family or simply killed out of hand.  Untouchables aren’t meant to have magic, according to the higher castes.  Her family had fled to America, but the cultists had come after them, killing both of her parents before they were stopped.  I ended up giving Varsha a home and some training in the use of her powers.  She had too much potential to allow it to go to waste, or to be exploited by someone with nastier motives.
 
    
 
   “Of course, Glass,” she said, softly.  The deal’s simple enough.  She takes care of me – I don’t take very good care of myself – and in return I teach her magic and provide her with a safe home.  The cultists might still want her back, but they know better than to bring the Guardians down on their heads.  Even if something happened to me, Varsha would be taken in by another Guardian.  “Hang on.”
 
    
 
   She slipped into the bathroom, allowing me to gather my thoughts in a moment of privacy.  I still felt terrible, but the demon’s presence had finally faded from my mind, leaving only a stench surrounding me.  Varsha showed no sign of having smelt it, but I knew it was there, even though I might have been imagining it into existence.  Magic can do that, sometimes.  It’s like playing with fire, except that you can sometimes get burned before you light the match.  The stench might not be there, but because I thought it was there, it was there.
 
    
 
   Confused yet?  If you understand that, you’re one step closer to becoming a magician.
 
    
 
   The house is the only luxury of the job.  It’s a massive house, large enough for an entire family and there are times when I feel guilty about having it, even sharing with Varsha.  It’s also a requirement of the job.  Magical fields can get out of control sometimes and I needed to remain isolated from others who might walk into a field they didn’t know existed and hurt themselves.  The wards surrounding the house started at unpleasant and went downhill from there.  Anyone who broke in through the avoidance ward – which convinced people not to come any closer – and the inner wards would end up frozen until I came out and freed them.  Every mage’s house is surrounded by wards.  If a mage dies, it takes time and effort to dismantle them so that someone else can have the house.  The girls – I remembered with a shudder – hadn’t even thought to ward themselves against the demon.
 
    
 
   “Come on in,” Varsha said, once the noise of pouring water had abated.  “The water’s fine.”
 
    
 
   The heat stuck me as soon as I stepped into the bathroom, but I didn’t let it deter me.  The bath is large enough for two people – even if they’re not very friendly – but I intended to be alone.  Varsha helped me undress, to my private shame, and assisted me to climb into the water, before leaving me to soak in peace.  I settled down in the warm water and forced myself to relax.  I didn’t want to think, or even to invite one of my occasional girlfriends around for a good time.  I just wanted to forget it all, but every time I closed my eyes, I saw the demon before it vanished.  I had committed murder to prevent it from breaking free.  I knew – I knew well – that the girl would have been dead soon enough anyway, but I still felt like I’d murdered her.  The demon had mocked me.  It had known what I had been thinking.
 
    
 
   There is no redemption for murder, I thought…or was it the last trace of the demon’s presence?  Demons and most of the other magical creatures are not human.  They’re effectively aliens.  They’d do things – strange things, or evil things – for what they consider to be perfectly good reasons.  They can’t even imagine why we might object to their actions, let alone acknowledge that we have some worth in the universe.  The most odious human aristocrat in history could not compare to some of the Fair Folk.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” Varsha said.  I blinked.  Where had she come from?  The bath was suddenly cold.  I realised, slowly, that I had fallen asleep in the bath, trusting in the protective wards to prevent me from drowning.  After everything I’d done in my long career…that would have been the final irony of my life.  “I’ve got the coffee ready and even a meal.  It’s time to eat…”
 
    
 
   I was suddenly ravenously hungry as well.  “I’m coming, mother,” I said.  She giggled.  “Give me two minutes, ok?”
 
    
 
   She slipped out of the door, allowing me to climb out of the bath and dry myself in private.  The massive mirror in the room showed me every cut and scar on my body, every sign of struggles and battles most of the human race didn’t know occurred on a daily basis.  They knew – they could hardly have missed – the infestation of thousands of magical creatures, the loss of all of the National Parks and the monsters roaming the night, but they didn’t know everything.  They wouldn’t sleep at night if they knew the truth.  Humanity was at war…and we were losing.
 
    
 
   I ran one hand through my brown hair and saw, despite my best attempts to deny it, grey hairs.  They had been sprouting up more and more frequently over the last few months, a sign of an impending burnout, warning me that I might have to seek retirement soon unless I wanted to die.  Guardians – and most other magicians – can’t give up their work so easily.   They carry on, get careless, and die because of a foolish mistake that would never have killed them in their youth.
 
    
 
   “You’re being foolish, Glass,” I muttered to myself, as I waved my hand over my hair, forming a charm.  No one would see the glamour, with the possible exception of my fellow Guardians, and no one would know that my hair was starting to grey.  Call me vain if you like – and, like all good magicians, I do have a vain tendency – but I didn’t want anyone to know about the hairs.  Let them think that I still had my brown hair.  “You’re going to get yourself killed.”
 
    
 
   I ignored myself – of course – dressed, and walked down to the dining room.  I only use a handful of rooms in the house – the bedroom, the library and the dining room – but Varsha uses them all.  I don’t know what she does with all of them, but as a teenage girl, she’s entitled to some privacy.  The wards wouldn’t let her bring anything really dangerous inside the house, or any friends.  She has to visit her friends, such as they are, outside.  They can’t come back here, even if they wanted to.  I sometimes wonder if she resents that, even if it is for her own good.  Magical houses can be dangerous places.
 
    
 
   “Bacon and eggs, sausages and toast,” Varsha announced, waving me to the table.  The meal she’d placed in front of me looked as if merely sniffing it would double my cholesterol level, but frankly the odds were against me surviving long enough to care.  I picked up the mug of coffee beside the plate and sipped it gratefully.  Varsha knew how to make it perfectly.  It was black and foul, just right for waking me up in the morning.
 
    
 
   She sat down opposite me and gave me one of her charming smiles.  I smiled back helplessly.  If we could figure out how to use her smile as a weapon, we would be invincible.  She was taller than the typical Bengali girl, almost as tall as I was, with a long willowy body.  Her current boyfriend, if she had one, was a lucky bastard.  I just hoped that she was being careful.
 
    
 
   “So,” she announced brightly, “do you want to talk about it?”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  I had half-expected a request for money, so that she could go out with her friends, or maybe a demand that I went to bed right after eating my lunch, but I couldn’t blame her.  Varsha could never make a Guardian, even though I didn’t know if she would be good at the job, because her magical talents were different.  She wanted to live in our world, but she could never be a part of it.
 
    
 
   “Not really,” I said, eating the bacon carefully.  She’d even cut the fat away, just as I liked it.  I’m a lousy cook myself.  I even burn water.  “It was bad, Varsha, very bad.”
 
    
 
   “The news was saying that three hundred kids died,” Varsha said, nodding towards the television.  I don’t like television myself, although I sometimes watch the Guardian Rogers show, just for some light relief.  Hollywood hadn’t bothered to consult a real Guardian before writing the scripts and Guardian Rogers – a moron with muscles on his muscles – was about as real as Batman.  If he had to deal with the demon I’d had to deal with he would have folded faster than Superman on laundry day.  I suppose I shouldn’t be too sarcastic about the show.  It helps keep people unaware of half of what we do to defend them.  “Was it really that bad?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, flatly.  Three hundred teenagers, some of them barely out of their childhood years, killed…just because a silly bitch had wanted revenge.  How many parents would be grieving tonight?  How many lives had been ruined?  How long would it be before they all recovered from the experience?  “Change the subject.”
 
    
 
   It was an order and Varsha, to her credit, recognised it as such.  “The news from India is growing worse,” she said, her voice darkening.  She still kept an eye on the news from there, while I barely had time to keep up with what was happening in America.  The rest of the world had the same problems as we did, or worse.  “There was another Thug raid on Muslim villages near Pakistan, driving away thousands of refugees.”
 
    
 
   I nodded grimly.  The Muslims had converted millions of Indians to Islam, mainly the lower castes, who were treated much better under Islam than Hinduism.  The balance had tilted when the magic returned and the old gods started to walk the Earth and cultists, including the ones who had killed Varsha’s parents, had been hunting Muslims down and converting them back to Hinduism.  It was stupid – the Muslims had been Muslims ever since Islam had reached the subcontinent – but it was happening.  The Indian Government was claiming that it was doing whatever it could to end the constant stream of atrocities, but I had seen secret intelligence that suggested that it was actually aiding and abetting the cultists.  Ghandi was probably turning in his grave.
 
    
 
   “Poor bastards,” I said, as I finished the last piece of sausage.  India wasn't the worst-affected place in the world – that was Europe and Russia, for different reasons – but in the long term, I suspected that it would become a significant problem for the rest of the world.  As if we didn’t have enough problems already.  I stood up and gave her a tight smile.  “I’ll see you after you’ve done the washing up, all right?”
 
    
 
   “Fine,” Varsha said, absently.  She was already miles away, perhaps thinking about what she wanted to do this evening with her friends, or maybe even worrying about her upcoming exams.  “You should go to bed now and sleep properly.”
 
    
 
   I shook my head and walked out of the kitchen into the library.  It was my favourite room in the house.  I had chosen the design myself and almost all of the books on the shelves, from history texts I rarely had the time to read to a handful of magical books I had obtained through one means or another.  I should have handed them over to the Department of Magic, technically speaking, but they were mine.  I wasn't going to get rid of them or hand them over until the day I retired.  If I were honest…I didn’t want to hand them over at all, even though most of them were too dangerous to keep for too long.
 
    
 
   Two of them were nothing, but fakes.  I’d seen hundreds of so-called spellbooks that were nothing, but nonsense, carefully crafted to look convincing…until the buyer actually tried one of the spells and discovered that it didn’t work.  It was a persistent nuisance, but we couldn’t prevent any con artist from writing a book and uploading it onto the Internet.  The only upside of the entire situation is that a fake spell normally doesn’t do anything.  It’s not like trying to produce explosives in your garden shed.
 
    
 
   I made a pair of telephone calls to my superiors – I should have done it as soon as I returned home, but the Demon Shock had prevented me from thinking straight – and then opened the book I’d recovered from the school.  I examined it quickly, silently cursing the name of the person who’d written it under my breath.  If I had known who he was, I would have hexed him; it reminded me, all too much, of other forbidden books I had read.  The genius of this book, however, was that any fool could make a copy, secure in the knowledge that it wouldn’t bite him, or be diminished by the mere act of copying it.  Anyone who understood the basic principles of magic – and there were people without a hint of magic in their blood who understood them – could use the book and summon demons.
 
    
 
   And it was there, I realised, that the real trap lay.  The instructions were far from precise about just how the magic worked.  I understood that, at some level – research into just what is vital in magic and what isn’t is rarely the key to a long life – but from what I was looking at, the demon would eventually have broken free anyway, or fallen back to Hell.  There was no way to be sure, short of trying it myself – and I wasn't that stupid – but it looked as if the girls had been set up to fail.  If they’d actually had six girls with magical talent…
 
    
 
   I flicked through the remainder of the book.  It didn’t get any better.  The level of understanding seemed profound, as if it were the work of someone who had spent years gathering the information and wanted to share it with the world, but there was a curiously slapdash attitude to the whole project.  It was as if someone had decided to build a car and leave out the fuel tank, or the seats, or anything else that would make the car run properly, rather than creating a bomb on wheels.  It just didn’t make sense.
 
    
 
   The door opened and Varsha stuck her head into the library.  “I thought I told you to go to bed,” she said, shaking her head.  Her voice adopted the mothering tone again.  “Why do you never listen to me?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, dryly.  I placed the book in the safe – I pitied anyone who tried to open it without my permission – and turned to walk upstairs to bed.  She was right; bed sounded mighty good right now.  “I’m going now, ok?  I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
    
 
   I stumbled upstairs and threw myself into bed.
 
    
 
   I was asleep before I even turned out the lights.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Science is a way of talking about the universe in words that bind it to a common reality. Magic is a method of talking to the universe in words that it cannot ignore. The two are rarely compatible. 
 
   The Phantom Stranger
 
    
 
   When they were trying to decide where the Department of Magic – and the Guardians – should be based, the result was a compromise.  One faction wanted the Department to be recognised as equal to State, or Defence, and therefore insisted that the headquarters had to be in Washington, near the centre of power.  The other faction pointed to the dangers of unleashing something really dangerous on the politicians in Washington – and the citizens as well, I’m sure – and wanted the base to be somewhere out in the countryside, well away from civilisation.  They compromised.  The building was placed on the outskirts of Washington.  Like all political compromises, of course, it pleased no one.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t teleport right into the building, of course.  The Circle, as we call it when there are no politicians around to hear, is surrounded by wards intended to prevent anyone from doing that, just in case they had hostile motives.  With the exception of the centre of Washington, including the White House and the Pentagon, it was the most heavily warded site in the country.  The research labs out in the desert – Area 52 and Area 53 – weren't as protected.  I materialised on the landing pad close to the outer wall and took a moment to catch my breath.  I don’t like teleporting.  It feels as if you’re racing towards an unbreakable wall at an impossible speed, yet you barely move at all.
 
    
 
   The noise of protesters hit me at once as I glanced around, vacating the pad before someone else tried to teleport into the Circle.  I couldn’t tell, offhand, if they were the Sons of Liberty or the Fairy Children.  The Sons of Liberty believe that the United States – and the rest of the world – has been effectively invaded and we have to fight back.  The Fairy Children, whose leaders claim to have been abducted into Faerie, believe that we should accept and embrace the changes to the world and the human race.  In my view, they’re both equally stupid.  We cannot fight the more powerful creatures directly, no matter how we might try, and we cannot accept the changes without a fight.  Our mission – the Guardians, that is – is to keep the balance between the human race and the creatures that spilled out of Faerie as best as we can.  It’s not an easy task.
 
    
 
   I shook my head and marched briskly towards the inner wall.  The outer wards had already verified my identity – or else I would never have gotten off the landing pad before the security spells took effect – but I felt the inner wards probing away at my mind, checking and rechecking their results.  It’s not impossible to fool a single ward, even with only a limited amount of magical power, but it’s much harder to defeat several wards acting in concert.  The protesters wouldn’t be able to touch the outer wall, let alone break into the Circle.  The wards started with aversion spells and got nastier from there.  There’s supposed to be a small family of frogs in the pond that are descended from a handful of anarchists who tried to break in a few years ago.  That’s something else that most people most people consider common knowledge.  They don’t know the half of it.
 
    
 
   The Circle rose up in front of me as the wards finished their probing and allowed me through.  It’s a massive grey building, thrown up by the Army Corps of Engineers – this was back when human labourers were demanding danger money to work anywhere connected to magic – and holds most of our support staff.  The Guardians tend to prefer to operate alone, like me, but even we need support staff from time to time.  When we need something researched, or the correct strings to be pulled at a high level, our support staff will oblige.  A handful even possesses specialised magics that we use in our work, although taking them out in the field is always chancy.  It’s a war zone out there.
 
    
 
   In theory, the building could stand off anything from sniper fire to magical probes and direct attacks, perhaps even a manifested demon.  In practice…well, no one wants to put it to the test, apart from a handful of theoretical magicians who want to test their theories.  We get a lot of really odd – or demented – theorists here, most of whom use drugs or spells to alter their mind and mental patterns, and they all have their pet theories.   I don’t want to even think about the guy who wanted to use Zombie brain matter as a biological weapon.  He got eaten by one of his own subjects and good riddance to bad rubbish.
 
    
 
   The interior of the Circle looks like any normal office reception, although the statues of two Roman centurions beside the receptionist – with muscles on their muscles, naturally – were spelled to spring to life if someone somehow managed to break through the wards and gain admittance to the building.  Animated statues make formidable foes, although my fellow Guardians have a pool going on just how long they’ll last against any magician powerful enough to break through the defences without being injured, transfigured, hypnotised or killed outright.  I don’t think the idea was that bad.  As far as any outsider knows, the defences stop at the entrance to the Circle.  Any more wards would make it harder for our researchers to do their job.
 
    
 
   I studied the painting above the desk and waited patiently for Mrs Pringle to notice me.  Mrs Pringle was one of the most formidable women I’d ever met, with stern features and a stare that rivalled a medusa.  Her hair was steel-grey and, it was whispered, she’d once bitten a werewolf to death.  I wouldn’t have bet on the werewolf.  The painting, a depiction of the first dragon to fly alongside Concorde fourteen years ago, was a far more attractive sight.  I wondered, sometimes, how the crew and passengers must have felt, watching a creature out of myth effortlessly pacing them.  No one believed their frantic calls for assistance until the films were developed.  It prompted the then-President to admit that we had a crisis on our hands.
 
    
 
   “Guardian Glass,” Mrs Pringle said, as if she were pronouncing my death sentence.  She ran the receptionist post with a rod of iron and no one dared to defy her.  To be fair, she was very good at her job.  “You are late.  You were expected to report here yesterday.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Mrs Pringle,” I agreed, carefully.  No matter their age, everyone facing her seemed to revert to grade school level, meeting their teacher for the first time.  “I had a bad case of Demon Shock.”
 
    
 
   She snorted, effortlessly conveying her opinion of that excuse, before looking up at me.  Somehow, despite her petite height – and the fact she was sitting in front of a desk where a computer and a crystal ball battled it out for supremacy – she managed to give the impression that she was looking down her nose at me.  I’d seen some of the Faerie Court present such conflicting impressions, but they were magical creatures using magic, not ordinary humans.
 
    
 
   “Director Wilkinson wants to see you urgently,” she said, finally.  I suspected that it wasn't that urgent, but nothing short of a war breaking out would encourage the Director to call a Guardian – any Guardian – in from the field.  If he wanted to brief me personally, it was either important or political.  “I will inform him that you are waiting here to see him.”
 
    
 
   I would have preferred to have visited the Situation Room, or perhaps made small talk with one of the younger and prettier secretaries, but there was no saying that to Mrs Pringle.  She would have just walked all over me.  I sat back down in one of the chairs – sinfully comfortable, as they were intended for political visitors – and tried to relax.  I might have been feeling much better after two nights of uninterrupted sleep, but it would have been easy to doze off again.  I watched as Mrs Pringle murmured into her intercom and smiled to myself.  Rumour had it that her daughter was named Iodine and was being brought up to be just as much a harridan as her mother.  I just hoped that she was on our side.
 
    
 
   “The Director will see you now,” Mrs Pringle said, finally.  “Go along the corridor and turn left.”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” I said, hoping to get a rise out of her.  I’d been to the Director’s office before, many times, but she still insisted on providing me with directions.  She ignored my sally as I pushed open the secure door and closed it gentle behind me, before walking down the long corridor, feeling the presence of other spells surrounding me.  The interior of the office section crawled with spells intended to prevent surveillance by our enemies.  The Russians and Europeans had their own spell-casters and magic was a useful tool for spying.  The CIA had hated it when their Magical Research Division was transferred to us.  They just hadn’t had a clue how to use them, or how to treat them.
 
    
 
   I knocked on the door and waited for the invitation, finally stepping inside the office.  It wasn't actually a large room, although the presence of so many spells hanging in the air made it seem smaller, somehow.  There are times when I wished I didn’t have such a strong magical gift.  It was like walking into hundreds of cobwebs in a darkened room, wondering where the spiders were hiding.  The spiders attached to those spells were really nasty.
 
    
 
   “Guardian Glass,” Director Wilkinson said.  “Please take a seat.”
 
    
 
   Geoffrey Bradford Wilkinson was a grey man in a grey suit.  The higher-up positions in Washington were normally given to political appointees, or cronies of the President.  The Director of the Department of Magic was less lucky, not least because no one who had a clue about political realities in Washington wanted the job.  They suspected, not without reason, that it would become a disaster.  Their poor careers might be blighted.  Wilkinson, to be fair, did a pretty good job, most of the time.  We respected him, even though we didn’t all like him.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, sir,” I said.  The seat felt less comfortable than the ones in the Reception Area.  I wondered, vaguely, if that were Mrs Pringle’s influence.  “Did you read my report about the…incident in the school?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Wilkinson said.  I had wondered if he intended to discuss that, either to commend me or to chew me out, but he seemed distracted by another, weightier matter.  I couldn’t understand what that might be.  The media hadn’t given up the story yet, with interviews from the parents and the surviving pupils dominating the news.  The bastards had even mentioned me by name.  “You did a good job, despite the…collateral damage.”
 
    
 
   I said nothing.  If Wilkinson had wanted to chew me out over it, he would have done so.  He always trusted us to work in the field without supervision, not least because he didn’t have the ability to supervise us all.  Guardians who get careless or sloppy don’t tend to last very long.  The media might be calling for my head – seeing they hadn’t realised that the girls had summoned the demon yet – but Wilkinson would support me.  He'd done it before, for others.
 
    
 
   “Look,” he said, pointing one long finger towards the map on the wall.  “What do you make of that?”
 
    
 
   I’d seen the map before.  It was North America, but with a crucial difference.  Where the National Parks had been, there were now splodges of red, marking an infested area.  Smaller conical symbols marked the presence of known Faerie Courts, from the Mounds that had appeared in the Arizona Desert, near the Grand Canyon, to the one that had replaced Central Park in New York.  A third set of symbols marked smaller areas of infestation, where other creatures from Faerie had made their homes.  It was an invasion on a grand scale.
 
    
 
   No, it wasn't really an invasion.  It was an immigration and refugee crisis, tinted by magic and driven by fear.  The Faerie said very little about it – they didn’t often recognise us as being worthy of respect – but they’d been driven out of Faerie by their enemies, back into our world.  They’d brought with them hundreds of thousands of other creatures as well.  Some of them were mundane, although there was little mundane about a unicorn, but others were extremely dangerous.  The Fairy Children should try going hand-to-hand with a werewolf.  It might convince them that their cause was doomed.
 
    
 
   “It’s spreading,” I said, grimly.  The last time I’d seen the map, I was sure, there had been fewer red marks.  It was still an intimidating sight.  I could see why the Sons of Liberty believed that we were at war.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Wilkinson said, flatly.  He pointed at another map, showing the world.  Europe and Russia were covered with red splodges of their own, while Africa and China were marked with symbols suggesting that the people living there were facing extinction.  Something – no one knew what – had gotten loose in Tibet and slaughtered thousands of Chinese settlers.  The Free Tibet crowd had considered that good news…until news leaked out that the Tibetans were being slaughtered as well.  The entire area is now a vast no-go zone.  I wouldn’t go into it, even if I were paid enough to buy my own country, or lunar settlement.  “There have been several more Reality Storms over the past couple of months.  The results have…not been good.”
 
    
 
   I shivered.  The fundamental core of magic is altering the base reality of the mundane world.  That takes a lot of power and, sooner or later, most spells wear off as reality reasserts itself.  Reality Storms, on the other hand, change reality permanently.  A person caught within affected area would be very lucky if they were only transformed into a monster.  A reality storm blew through New Orleans a year ago.  When it had faded, half the city had been replaced by a massive swamp.  They say that anyone who listens carefully under moonlight can still hear the screaming.  No one knows how to stop a reality storm, or even to predict them.  If the Faerie know, they’re not telling.
 
    
 
   “And Congress is getting worried,” he added.  I managed to stop myself from pointing out that Congress had been worried ever since the arrival of the supernatural had become common knowledge.  “There are calls for more…direct action against the invaders.”  He paused.  “That’s the term they’re using, Glass; invaders.”
 
    
 
   “Direct action?”  I asked.  “Like what?”
 
    
 
   He smiled, without humour.  “I was hoping that you might have some idea,” he said, darkly.  “Congress merely wants us to do something about the spread of supernatural creatures and unrestricted magic users.”
 
    
 
   I shook my head.  Congress had had a serious hate for unrestricted magic users for years, ever since a magician – never identified – managed to sneak into a public session and cast a spell binding all of the congressmen in the area to speak the truth, the whole truth, and nothing, but the truth.  To add insult to injury, the spell also prevented them from refusing to speak.  If they were asked a question, they had to reply – truthfully.  The mystery magician had become a folk hero and that session of Congress had ended quickly, with over two-thirds retiring and refusing to remain in politics.
 
    
 
   “It won’t work,” I said.  “We can barely keep a lid on the worst of the magicians here, boss, and as for the Faerie…well, the Russians tried and look what happened to them.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Wilkinson said.  The Russians had decided that they weren't going to tolerate the presence of a Faerie Mound in their country and they’d attacked it with nuclear weapons, unleashing enough force to flatten a city the size of Washington.  The Mound had been unaffected and, as far as anyone could tell afterwards, the Faerie hadn’t even noticed!  A week later, however, a reality storm had blown through Moscow…and when it had faded away, the city had been replaced by something out of a nightmare.  No one was sure if the Faerie had retaliated finally for the attack, but no one wanted to find out the hard way.  “It doesn’t matter.”
 
    
 
   He sat up and I forced myself to pay attention.  “I had intended to assign you to a particular task,” Wilkinson said, “but something else has come up.  There’s a vampire loose in Washington and the local Police want us to handle it.  Apparently a Company of Marines from Quantico searched for the creature, but they didn’t have any luck.  You’re still going to do that, but…”
 
    
 
   He hesitated.  “A day ago,” he added, “we had an emissary from the dragons.  One of them wants to talk to a Guardian.  Specifically…he wants to talk to you.”
 
    
 
   I blinked in surprise.  “Me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Wilkinson said.  “They asked for you by name.”
 
    
 
   “But I don’t know any dragons,” I said, trying to avoid showing just how surprised I was.  Dragons rarely talk to humans.  Like the legendary Puff, they live so long that the lives of humans – and, for all we knew, the Faerie as well – were mayflies.  “Why do they want to talk to me?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know, but the State Department isn’t going to take no for an answer,” he said.  “They’ve already cleared your journey with the Norwegian Government.  I think they expect that this could lead to formal diplomatic relationships with the dragons and so…”
 
    
 
   I doubted it.  A year ago, one of the dragons had sought out a person in England – apparently the direct descendent of someone who had asked a dragon a question back when dragons had last walked in our world – to deliver the answer.  It would be difficult to hold any kind of relations with the dragons, not least because it would take them centuries to respond to any serious question.
 
    
 
   But they wanted to see me.  Why?  I was only a Guardian.
 
    
 
   “I’ll leave immediately,” I promised.   If nothing else, it would provide a distraction from Vampire hunting.  “I’m sure it won’t be anything serious.”
 
    
 
   I was out the door before he could get the last word.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   It does not do to leave a live dragon out of your calculations, if you live near him. Dragons may not have much real use for all their wealth, but they know it to an ounce as a rule, especially after long possession; and Smaug was no exception.
 
   -The Hobbit
 
    
 
   The heat struck me as soon as I materialised outside the Stave Church of Nesbyen.  The small town is the location with the highest recorded temperature in Norway – or so the State Department briefing paper had assured me – but it felt somewhat excessive for a location so far north, just below the Artic Circle.  It was high summer in Norway, to be fair, but as I looked to the north and sensed the waves of magic flaring off the mountains in the distance, I wondered if it was more than that.  Dragons breathe fire, after all, and the only way we have to track them is through heat-tracking sensors.  They might be massive creatures – the largest recorded is only a little smaller than a full-sized aircraft carrier – but they are almost impossible to track.  It’s just something else that we don’t understand about the changes in our world.
 
    
 
   I felt glum for a long second.  I had known – and Wilkinson’s maps had made it clear to us – that it was no longer our world, but in the cities, it was easy to forget that fact.  True, there was no longer any kind of nightlife in most of the world, with people hurrying home to lock the doors before night fell and supernatural creatures emerged to prey on the unwary.  The thought reminded me of the Vampire I had agreed to hunt and I cursed under my breath.  A few years ago, there had been modern big-game hunts for idiots with more money than sense, hunting the supernatural creatures.  The first few parties had been slaughtered and that put an end to that.
 
    
 
   The compass felt heavy in my hand as it twisted in my hand, finally pointing towards the mountains.  I shrugged, pocketed the compass, and started to walk through the town, noting the presence of hundreds of tents and shacks surrounding the town.  The dragons that settled in Scandinavia are a major tourist attraction and Nesbyen needs it desperately.  Before the barriers broke down, Nesbyen was a rich village, thanks to all the hydroelectric installations nearby.  Once the supernatural creatures arrived, something happened to most of the installations and they had never been re-established.  The Norwegians weren't talking, but my guess was that they had tried armed confrontation and it had failed spectacularly.
 
    
 
   I found the road leading up towards the mountains and followed it carefully, despite the pull of the compass.  The forests were beautiful – Norway is a truly beautiful country, with fantastic mountains, fjords and nature reserves – but I knew better than to risk walking through the woods.  Even if there wasn't anything lurking in the forests, from giant spiders to werewolves and ghosts, it would be far more effort to walk cross-country.  After I passed the last collection of small huts, I was completely alone, apart from the ever-present birdsong.  Oddly, I almost felt happy.  I could have enjoyed a vacation here in my youth.
 
    
 
   The State Department papers claimed that there had once been a major tourist industry in the mountains, with small huts rented out to tourists who wanted to stay well away from the distractions of modern life.  The presence of the dragons and the infestation of other magical creatures had put a stop to that as well, leaving a number of abandoned huts, while the handful of families who had refused to vacate their property had eventually been picked off, one by one.  There were unconfirmed reports that dragon-worshippers had tried making the trek up to see their idols up close, but even if the dragons didn’t hurt them – and there were no reports of dragons making unprovoked attacks on humans – the other creatures would.  They’d probably be dead for centuries before any observing dragon even registered their presence, let alone their deaths.  The dragons were an alien culture, I recalled, and it was wise to keep that in mind.  They weren't human.
 
    
 
   I paused for a rest as the road – it was more of a track at this point – came out of the forest and glanced up towards the mountain ahead…and froze.  A dragon was perched on the mountain, staring around at its domain, its wings spread out in silent challenge to all comers.  I had never seen a dragon in its natural habitat before and the sight held me spellbound.  I was convinced, as I caught a glimpse of red eyes staring out over the landscape, that it knew that I was there.  I knew, now, why some people worshipped the dragons.  I was like a mouse under the predatory eye of a falcon.
 
    
 
   The dragon looked away and I relaxed, staring down at the ground.  I wanted to believe that I had won the staring contest, but I knew that the dragon hadn’t cared about me, or the contest.  I had been beneath its notice.  I glanced down at the compass, wondering if it was the dragon I had been sent to visit, but the compass was pointing in a different direction.  I shrugged and walked on, trying to ignore the oppressive presence high above, and the sense of growing threat surrounding me.  It was not a safe place for a lone human.
 
    
 
   I didn’t dare stop as the next two hours wore on.  The heat seemed to be constantly rising, sending sweat dripping down my back and thighs, and I sipped more water, perhaps, than I should have taken.  The ever-full flask kept replenishing itself, but I could feel the odd twists in the magic field surrounding me.  I shouldn’t have risked drinking the water, but there was little choice.  I couldn’t have gone on without it.  It would have been easier if the dragons had been moving, or flying in the air high above, but they just watched from their perches.  As time passed, I thought I recognised a pattern.  They were defending their rights against their fellows.  The little we knew about dragon culture suggested that they were a highly individualistic society, watching their fellows carefully for…what?  Betrayal?  Ambition?  I remembered an old skit about gunfighters in a Western, each of them fingering his pistol and watching the others carefully, waiting for someone else to draw and plunge them into a bloody skirmish.  The dragons seemed to have something of the same attitude about them.
 
    
 
   The compass twisted again and sent me off the track, leading me towards the only mountain peak that seemed to be deserted.  The tiny path looked to have been abandoned for months, at least, and I found myself scrambling up carefully, prickly bushes scratching at my bare arms.  I almost plunged into an anthill, barely avoiding a fall right into the midst of the ants, catching myself just in time.  The ants might have been harmless, or they might have been changed and warped by the magic field.  Under other circumstances, I would have been fascinated by the chance to study them, but there was no time.  I reached the top of the mountain, finally, and scowled down at the compass, cursing Gorwen under my breath.  Who knew what that strange dragon had been thinking?
 
    
 
   I found a rock, large enough to serve as a comfortable seat, and settled down to catch my breath.  Gorwen was one of a handful of dragons who actually talked to us, although rarely to any point.  No one was quite sure if Gorwen represented all of the dragons, or if he was acting completely on his own, but it hardly mattered.  The sum total of all the talks between humanity and the dragons consisted of a vague agreement to concede the mountains of Scandinavia to the dragons and leave them alone.  The dragons, unlike some of the other supernatural creatures, didn’t seem inclined to start a fight over every misunderstanding.  They just wanted to be left alone.
 
    
 
   A shadow fell over me and I glanced up, involuntarily.  The dragon had appeared out of nowhere.  I should have sensed a magical field that powerful from miles away, but he had – somehow – managed to sneak up on me.  He moved with a graceful sinuous motion, his wings seeming to hang in the air, casting a shadow over the mountain.  I held on to my emotions somehow, despite my hindbrain screaming at me to flee the mountains and never look back, as the dragon settled neatly to the mountaintop.  The colossal size of the creature was beyond belief.  He was very nearly the size of a Galaxy transport aircraft.
 
    
 
   Where does a thousand-pound dragon sit?  My mind gibbered, as the dragon folded his winds with an audible rustling sound, the first sound he had made.  Answer?  Anywhere he wants to sit.
 
    
 
   The dragon reared up, exposing his underbelly and the unique patterning on the scales, and I realised with a shock that I recognised him.  The dragon called himself Drak Bibliophile, the one time he had talked to humanity, when he had delivered the answer to the long-forgotten question.  Hundreds of psychologists had written thousands of theories on the name, wondering if it was a real name or a dragon’s idea of a joke, but looking at him now, I knew that they hadn’t even guessed the truth.  
 
    
 
   He was a European dragon, with massive wings and golden eyes, rather than the red of the other dragons.  It might have meant something, or it might simply be a sign of age.  As we understood it, there was no limit to the size any given dragon might reach and Drak Bibliophile was very old indeed, even by their standards.  His wings, even folded, looked powerful enough to knock down a city if he fluttered them.  I barely noticed the tiny hairs surrounding his massive head, or the long snake-like tale.  I was awed by his majesty, held spellbound by his colossal size…
 
    
 
   I couldn’t understand how he could fly.  A creature that size should be a permanent cripple, held down by Earth’s gravity.  The only answer was magic.  The theorists believed that dragons somehow tapped the magical field to propel themselves through the air, but even that seemed unbelievable.  We had seen dragons keeping pace with the fastest aircraft in the world and yet…they never seemed to disturb the air.  They generated no sonic booms, no noticeable signs of their presence; hell, they never even showed up on radar.  The theorists were really tearing their hair out over that one.
 
    
 
   He cleared his throat meaningfully and I caught myself, stepping forward and holding out the compass.  “Most mighty dragon,” I said, stumbling through the words, “I come to seek converse with you, as you have directed.”
 
    
 
   I felt silly – stupid, even – making such a speech, but the dragon didn’t seem to notice – or care about – my hesitation.  He extended one long foreclaw – it was larger than my entire body – and took the compass with surprising grace.  Up close, I could smell a scent of…something lurking just inside my perception, a hint of suppressed power, perhaps even a hint of cold iron.  Legend had it that dragons had metal skins, maybe even golden skins, but perhaps they were wrong.  If the dragons had somehow managed to overcome cold iron’s effect on magic…no wonder the Faerie disliked them.  Cold iron was the one thing known to be lethal to them.
 
    
 
   “There is danger coming,” the dragon said, suddenly.  I had expected a voice that would shake the very mountain itself, but instead it was calm, almost sedate.  It might have been some kind of telepathy, rather than a real voice, although there was no way to be sure.  It dawned on me, suddenly, that Drak Bibliophile was trying not to annoy the other dragons.  They had all shifted their position, watching him – us – with their unblinking red eyes.  I felt small and tiny under their gaze.  “Look to the children of magic.  There is danger coming.”
 
    
 
   I stared up at the massive face.  Somehow, it was hard to see it as monstrous, despite the size.  It might even be friendly.  I had the odd feeling, suddenly, that we – humanity – were a lot closer to the dragons than we were to the Faerie.  The dragons might be alien, very alien, but they didn’t mean us any harm.  Their power could devastate entire cities…but instead, they just wanted to be left alone.
 
    
 
   “Danger?”  I said, puzzled.  I had expected more after my long walk.  It might have been high summer – and it would never go completely dark in summer here – but walking back in twilight would be dangerous, very dangerous.  I was already wondering if I dared teleport back home.  “What kind of danger is coming?”
 
    
 
   The dragon’s long neck twisted, rearing up in the air like the Loch Ness Monster.  It was long moments before he spoke again.  “Danger,” Drak Bibliophile repeated.  “The walls that were ordered to remain unbroken will break.  The centre cannot hold.  Darkness will be unleashed on the world.  Look to the children of magic.”
 
    
 
   I recognised the misquote – although it was an open question if the dragon did – but I still felt a wave of frustration.  Somehow, I had expected a proper diplomatic discussion, not…cryptic messages.  It occurred to me, suddenly, that Drak Bibliophile was telling me all he could.  The looming presence of the other dragons seemed to dominate the entire discussion.  Had there been a debate among the dragons, I wondered suddenly, as to how much he could tell me?  Were the others waiting to see if he would keep his word…or were they there to obliterate the pair of us if he said too much?  I remembered the one time we had seen two dragons fighting.  Between them, they had knocked down almost an entire forest.  The winner had been so badly wounded that he might as well have been dead.
 
    
 
   Drak Bibliophile seemed to sense my frustration.  His great eyes flickered down, in the direction of the lake far below.  It was a haunting sight and, under other circumstances, I would have loved to go fishing in the lake.  Or maybe not; as my eyes grew accustomed to the blue water, I saw the mermaids floating just under the surface.  They, too, had appeared from Faerie, but they didn’t like the oceans now.  The pollution of a hundred years of industrial development had poisoned the waters, as far as they were concerned; they preferred to stay in inshore lakes, where the water was cleaner.  I wondered if the Norwegian Government even knew that they had a mermaid colony up here.  A motion down on the ground caught my eye and I winched as I saw the troll, a great shambling parody of humanity, as he glared down at the mermaids, and then flinched away from the dragons.  Trolls had very little magic of their own – they can be killed by assault rifles – and despite their stupidity, no troll would want to tangle with a dragon.  The massive club it was dragging behind it versus teeth, claws and fiery breath?  It wouldn’t even be a contest.
 
    
 
   I looked back at Drak Bibliophile.  “You’re protecting the mermaids?”  I asked.  It was so outside the normal run of dragon behaviour that I felt inclined to try to get a straight answer.  “Why…?”
 
    
 
   “They are important,” the dragon rumbled.  I wondered just how important.  Trolls are rare – they eat children, among other things, and very few people will suffer them to live – and there were parties calling for them to be moved to reservations.  I doubted that it would get anywhere, but humanity might just try to save them.  “Look down at the water.”
 
    
 
   The water seemed to be glowing slightly in front of me, drawing me down into the shimmering light…and then I saw it.  A violent barrage of images bore into my mind.  I saw a darkness moving across the land, a burning city under attack from…something otherworldly, a face screaming in the darkness…and then nothing.  I reeled backwards, cursing my own stupidity.  I hadn’t bothered to put up any kind of protections before looking into the shimmer.  The problem with having an open mind – quite literally – is that anything can just walk in and make itself at home.  The mediums in San Francisco are demanding danger money these days after one was possessed by the ghost of a dead woman who refused to vacate her stolen body.  The silly bitch had forgotten to ward herself properly first.
 
    
 
   Drak Bibliophile waited until I had recovered myself.  “That is coming,” he intoned.  “Prepare yourself for its arrival.”
 
    
 
   I recognised the dismissal, but refused to allow it to push me away.  “Why me?”  I asked.  “Why did you call me here?”
 
    
 
   “Glass,” Drak Bibliophile said.  He sounded almost as if he were musing, rather than answering my question.  “Glass is a very special substance.”
 
    
 
   One golden eye seemed to flare at me…
 
    
 
   …And then I was back in Nesbyen, right back where I had started.
 
    
 
   “Son of a bitch,” I swore, with feeling.  That answered one question.  The dragons had probably been watching me ever since I had arrived.  They could have spoken to me at any point, but instead they’d allowed me to make the walk to reach them instead.  Perhaps I was wrong.  We were two different races, after all.  “What the hell was all that about?”
 
    
 
   I found a small café, ordered a small meal, and opened my cell phone.  As I had suspected, the recorder had creased to function just after I’d seen the first dragon.  I called the Circle, gave a full report, and then settled back to enjoy my dinner.  It wouldn’t be long before I was back in Washington and hunting a vampire.
 
    
 
   Vampires.
 
    
 
   Did I mention that I hate vampires?
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Giles: Well, you know what they say; ninety percent of the vampire slaying game is, is waiting. 
 
   Buffy: You couldn't have told me that ninety percent ago?
 
   -Buffy the Vampire Slayer
 
    
 
   Actually, I really fucking hate vampires.
 
    
 
   Washington looks eerie at night these days, but then, most cities do.  Back when I was a teenager, the cities didn’t go to bed at night, but sometimes partied all night.  I remember watching my parents and their friends going out for an evening on the town.  I even went out to a few parties myself, or took a girl I liked out for a meal and perhaps a quick make-out session.  The advent of magic and the arrival of magical creatures changed that, too.  These days, no one ventures out after dark unless it’s desperately important.  The night no longer belongs to humanity.
 
    
 
   I heard the howl of a werewolf in the distance as I walked down the empty street.  I had taken the time to walk through the entire area in daylight, familiarising myself with the area, but it hadn’t taken long to realise that there was an aura of fear in the air.  The citizens knew that there was a vampire in the area, after discovering the first bodies, and were being even more careful than usual.  I doubted that anyone would risk coming out on the streets now…which left me as the only target.  The Washington PD might have been unable to locate the creature, but they’d crunched the numbers and concluded that the vampire would be hunting again soon, perhaps even tonight.  They might not be right.  A vampire isn’t a creature of blind instinct, but a monster with a malign intelligence.  It wasn't unknown for one of them to take a handful of people prisoner, place them in Thrall, and just use them as emergency rations.  I might not meet the creature anytime soon.
 
    
 
   The darkness seemed to shift in the distance as I walked onwards.  Once upon a time, according to the police officer who had walked me through the area, it had been full of bums and other homeless people.  Now, there were hardly any homeless left on the streets.  The homeless who hadn’t moved into emergency accommodation had been picked off, one by one, by the supernatural creatures.  The early months of their arrival had been marked by thousands of unexplained disappearances.  Even now, the street lighting was far from perfect, despite the public demand for lighted streets.  The supernatural creatures weren’t deterred by anything, but sunlight.  The vampire certainly wouldn’t be bothered.
 
    
 
   I concentrated, extending my magical field, in a bid to locate any other magic lying around.  The vampire was a creature of magic, one literally infused with enough magic to make killing it almost impossible without the correct weapon, and it should be possible to sense it if it was anywhere near me.  I felt nothing, but random flickers of magic in the air and faint signs of a Brownie nest somewhere in the former cardboard city.  Like the more mundane creatures, like foxes, rats and cockroaches, some supernatural creatures had adapted to the city and now infested it.  Some of them were deadly dangerous; others just wanted to survive.
 
    
 
   We’d been warned when we were trained that most of the common knowledge about vampires was wrong, or incomplete.  They sucked blood, but a single bite wasn't enough to turn a victim into another vampire.  Instead, it created a link between the vampire and his prey, allowing the vampire to influence – even control – their minds.  No one who had been bitten by a vampire could ever be fully trusted.  Worse, they couldn’t be killed by anything, short of a stake through the heart; I’d seen vampires ripped to shreds by machine guns, only to see the shreds pulling themselves back together.  Worst of all, a sated vampire was almost indistinguishable from a normal human…and some of them could even survive direct sunlight.
 
    
 
   There had been hundreds of experiments, of course, in hopes of allowing vampires to live a normal life.  We’d tried feeding a captive vampire artificial blood, but his body had rejected the liquid, while donated blood had had the unfortunate side effect of placing the donor in the vampire’s Thrall.  It wasn't like dealing with a zombie, when there was clearly no point in treating them as human; a sated vampire was surprisingly normal.  If they didn’t have the desire for blood that forced them, eventually, to find a victim and drink their blood, they could have been an important part of our society.  I’d heard rumours that there are secret groups within the CIA, or foreign intelligence services, that are happy to use vampires as secret agents, allowing them an unlimited supply of blood in payment.  I could only hope that they were false rumours.  The public would never stand for it if that truth hit the light of day.
 
    
 
   The shadows seemed to grow longer as I walked further, turning down into an alleyway that should make an excellent site for an ambush.  I had carefully discarded my trenchcoat and most of my other devices – vampires have very acute senses and my target might pick up on my real nature – and all I was carrying was an umbrella.  It looked fashionable, the kind that a young man might carry if he were going on a date, but I had carefully sharpened the end so that it could serve as a stake.  If I was really lucky, I would be able to impale the vampire before it realised that something was badly wrong.  I was tense all the way through the alley, but nothing happened.  I couldn’t even hear the werewolf any longer.
 
    
 
   Or perhaps I’m wasting my time, I thought, coldly.  The temperature kept shifting and changing – we can’t rely on the weather these days, either – and I was alternatively too hot or too cold.  This wasn't a job for a Guardian – a SWAT team or the National Guard should be able to handle it – but there were political pressures, as always.  A vampire loose in Washington was a dangerous problem.  It might eat or influence a few politicians.  As long as everyone was careful not to invite it into their homes, it shouldn’t be a major problem, but vampires are very good at tricking people into issuing invitations.  I noted a shop window, all boarded up and covered with enough garlic to make an unpleasant stench, and smiled.  The PLEASE COME IN on the door had been firmly scratched out.  The vampire might have taken it as an invitation.
 
    
 
   I turned the corner carefully and walked on.  Someone had been busy; they’d hung up dozens of crucifixes on each of the doors.  It might work, or it might not.  Some vampires couldn’t face the signs of a person’s faith, others merely ignored them and carried on devouring the person.  No one was quite sure why, but my personal theory was that it depended on the level of faith a person had as they held their crucifix.  If they didn’t really believe in God, they would be unable to use it for their own protection.  There was no way to know for sure.
 
    
 
   The streetlights seemed to brighten suddenly, revealing a girl leaning against the wall in the distance.  I walked towards her slowly, unwilling to frighten her, while maintaining a careful grip on my umbrella.  She might have looked normal, but she might be the vampire…or she might be a Judas Goat.  A person in Thrall to a vampire would be very willing to lead more victims back to the vampire’s nest.  There was nothing suspicious about her, apart from her mere presence on the streets.  Even streetwalkers and drug dealers knew better than to be in the open after dark.
 
    
 
   “Hello, stranger,” she drawled as I came closer.  She didn’t look to be scared of me in the slightest, although the joint that hung from her fingers might have encouraged her to remain where a sane girl would have fled.  “You want to show a girl a good time?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t smile.  Her voice had been bored and old.  Her face and long blonde hair might have been attractive, if she had washed and, perhaps, led a better life.  Her grey eyes were hard and cold, showing just how burned out she was.  It was easy to guess at her story.  She had probably become a drug addict and discovered, too late, that her boyfriend was in fact her pimp.  If I had accepted her offer, the bastard would have taken the money and given her just enough marijuana – or whatever she was smoking – to convince her that it was working.  She probably had only a few more years to live, even assuming that the supernatural creatures left her alone, before the toil and abuse ended her life well before her time.
 
    
 
   “No, thank you,” I said.  Up close, she smelt unclean, unwashed.  It might not have had any hint of the supernatural, but it was still unpleasant.  I don’t believe that I could have performed even if I had accepted her offer.  A gust of wind blew past me, smelling of something else, fresher than her.  It was a relief.  “Why are you out here so late?”
 
    
 
   She pouted and blew out a long stream of smoke.  “You’re not one of those priests, are you?”  She asked.  Her body moved into a ridiculously saucy pose, exposing more than enough of her breasts.  If she had been cleaner, I might have been tempted.  “They come to see us and tell us that we’re living in sin and sinning like sin was going out of fashion tomorrow.”  She giggled inanely, her eyelids flickering open and shut.  “And then they pay us and have their wicked way with us…”
 
    
 
   Something moved behind me.  I ducked on instinct, feeling the force of a blow passing through where my head had been, microseconds before.  I threw myself forward as a second punch narrowly missed my back, struggling to put some room between my new opponent and myself.  I had been so distracted by the whore that I hadn’t felt him sneaking up behind me.  I half turned, stumbling, and swore as a strong hand grasped me by the collar and hauled me upright.
 
    
 
   The vampire – it had to be the vampire – was an ordinary looking man in an ordinary suit, perhaps one of the thousands of bureaucrats in Washington.  His eyes were red, glowing with an unearthly colour, as he hauled me towards his mouth.  For a moment, his mouth looked mundane and normal, but then the fangs emerged, reaching for my neck.  The whore, I realised dimly, had been a Judas Goat after all.  I cursed my misstep as the vampire prepared to dine.  It could have proven fatal.
 
    
 
   There was little point in struggling.  Vampires are inhumanly strong.  Instead, I drew on the magic field, concentrating somehow despite the pain, and teleported a handful of meters away.  The vampire seemed astonished as his prey vanished, before turning to face me, fangs still dripping with blood.  I felt my neck quickly, wondering if I had missed the bite, but my skin was intact.  It must have been part of its magical nature.  I stared at him – it – as he glared at me, trying to mesmerise me and bring me under its control.  I couldn’t understand how some people regarded vampires as romantic.  It was a monster in human clothing.
 
    
 
   It abandoned the attempt to control me suddenly and leapt for my body, launching a kind of flying kick that normally was the province of bad TV movies or martial arts demonstration classes.  It was the kind of move that looks impressive and, against a trained opponent, is asking for trouble.  I twisted, dodged the kick, and hurled a punch of my own at the vampire’s head.  It felt like hitting a bag of flour, all soft and yielding, but the vampire wasn't hurt in the slightest.  It was certainly stronger than me, maybe even playing with me before it abandoned the game and lunged for my throat again.  I wondered, briefly, just how much of the original person was still in the vampire’s personality.  Some vampires took to their new status as creatures of the night with glee, accepting the dark commands of their supernatural nature, others came to their loved ones – or us – and begged to be staked before they lost all that remained of themselves.  I dodged another lunge and saw the whore moving behind the vampire.  I took a second to focus my spell and cast a paralysis spell in her direction, keeping her out of the fight.  If I defeated the vampire, she could probably be saved.  If not…
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to do this, you know,” I said, as gently as I could.  The vampire had said nothing in all the time we’d been fighting.  I mentally prepared a second spell in my mind as I talked, hoping to convince it to stand still and allow me to end it.  “We might be able to do something to help you.”
 
    
 
   There was no sign of understanding – or even intelligence – in the vampire’s eyes.  That was probably a bad sign.  It was staring at me, watching and waiting, looking for an opening.  I clutched the umbrella in one hand, careful to keep the point pointed down towards the ground.  I couldn’t afford to reveal that surprise too soon.  The only thing keeping the vampire from abandoning the game and leaping for me was its conviction that I couldn’t really harm it.  If that changed…it would either run for its life, or try to kill me before I could kill it.
 
    
 
   I focused the spell and let it loose, creating a wall of fire between us.  The vampire hissed – the first sound I had heard it make – and leapt through the fire, teeth and claws extended.  The magical field that had created and defined it was growing stronger, transforming the vampire’s hands into claws, even as the vampire’s clothing caught fire and started to burn.  The vampire wasn’t bothered by the flame, or the burning flesh; it just came at me.  I ducked – I had a vague mental impression of a cloak flying out behind the creature, even though it wasn't wearing a cape – and lifted the umbrella.  The vampire had no time to react and impaled itself on the weapon.  The weight pushed me back, sending me falling to the ground, but even as my butt hit the hard tarmac…it was over.  The vampire seemed, for one moment, to hesitate with a very surprised expression on its face, and then it exploded into a cloud of dust.
 
    
 
   “So there,” I said, pulling myself to my feet.  I don’t know why I said that either.  The wind was already catching the dust and blowing it here and there.  No one would be able to resurrect the poor damned creature, no matter how much blood they splashed on the ground.  Nothing, not even a vampire could pull itself together after that.  I crossed myself slowly, feeling my body aching.  I was definitely getting too old for this.  “May you rest in peace.”
 
    
 
   I made the sign of the cross over the largest pile of dust, before turning to look for the whore.  She was where I had left her, frozen.  The spell prevented all forms of voluntary movement.  It didn’t actually hurt anyone, but it had prevented her from running or coming to her master’s aid.  I released the spell and she lunged at me.  I barely had a moment to register the fangs before she was on me, slamming me down to the ground and straddling me.  She had been a vampire all along!  The realisation held me as paralysed as the spell had held her.  I hadn’t killed the head vampire, merely someone she had converted!  No wonder that the male vampire had been so silent, so unintelligent.  It had been in Thrall to her.
 
    
 
   She leaned down towards me, her teeth searching for my neck, and I panicked.  I acted instinctively, launching a blast of raw magic right into her face.  I saw her skull come apart as the magic tore through her, trying to force her to transform or die, but her vampire nature was too strong.  I barely had a moment to wriggle away from her before she reformed and came after me.  She lashed out and sent me sprawling to the ground again.  I felt as if a single punch had broken my back.
 
    
 
   “You will be mine,” she said, as she reached down and effortlessly turned me over.  It was all I could do to remain awake.  Blackness kept threatening to overwhelm my mind.  I groped desperately for the umbrella, but she snatched it out of my hand, broke it in two effortlessly, and threw the two pieces away.  She kept repeating a mantra as she pushed me down.  “You will be mine.”
 
    
 
   Her red eyes seemed to bore into my soul as the fangs emerged, again.  I wasn't imagining the blood dripping down onto my chest as she reached for my neck.  I could feel the blood of all her past victims.  An idea occurred to me – a complete Hail Mary pass – and I reached up towards her, weakly trying to push her away.  She ignored my groping hand as I touched her body – she felt cold, not warm and friendly – and I took my chance.  I drew on my magic and transformed my arm into a wooden stake, pushing it into her chest.  The pain was stunning, far worse than I expected, and I screamed.  She screamed too, a howl of fury and homicidal rage, and then she exploded into dust.  A moment later, I managed to trigger my cell phone and call for help.  I needed medical help and time to recover.
 
    
 
   My job being what it was, I doubted it would be long before another crisis forced me to go back into the field.
 
    
 
   And I was right.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Talking to politicians is fine, but with a little money they hear you better.
 
   -Justin Dart
 
    
 
   It was Wilkinson himself who woke me, two days after I faced the vampires.
 
    
 
   “There’s been an…incident,” he explained, as I stumbled out of the hospital bed.  The medical wing of the Circle was the most comfortable part of the building, but naturally we weren't allowed to stay there for long.  There are too many medical emergencies involving magic to distract the doctors from us.  “It’s rather political.”
 
    
 
   “And there’s no one else to see to it,” I said.  It’s at times like this that I wished that we had more Guardians, or perhaps a less inclusive mandate.  The other Guardians would be on their own missions, or patrolling areas that were rapidly becoming magical hot spots, if not danger zones.  “What’s happening?”
 
    
 
   I dressed rapidly as he talked.  One of the benefits of magic returning to the world is that magic can be used to heal people far quicker than more mundane techniques.  I had been bruised and battered when the vampires had finished with me, but a quick stay in the care of the medical wizards had fixed most of the physical problems.  They couldn’t do anything for the tiredness, or the soul-destroying numbness spreading through my mind, apart from recommending bed rest.  I hadn’t been allowed to sleep for long.  There was just too much work to do.
 
    
 
   “A child has been kidnapped,” Wilkinson said.  I felt my eyes spring wide open.  The dragon had warned me about the children of magic.  “It may be a simple case, but the word has come down from on high.  The President himself wants the case wrapped up as soon as possible and the child returned, yesterday.”
 
    
 
   I had to smile.  Magic could do a lot of things, including a number of tasks that scientists swore were impossible before magicians did them, but no one had succeeded in using magic to travel in time.  It was true that time and space did some odd things near the Faerie Mounds, or some of the areas where magic had been allowed to grow out of control, but I hadn’t heard of anyone stepping back in time.  There was no way to give the President exactly what he’d asked us to do.
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said, finally.  For some reason, the new bruises had left scars that were still visible on my flesh, adding to the other scars.  Magical healing had limits, even though few of the limits made any kind of sense.  “What’s so special about this child?”
 
    
 
   “It’s the youngest daughter of Vincent Faye,” Wilkinson said.  He looked unhappy as he spoke and I could see why.  The Faye Family were one of the wealthiest families in the country – think Bill Gates, but with magic instead of bug-ridden computer software – and they had plenty of friends in Washington.  Vincent himself was a close personal friend of the President, according to the political newspapers, which probably meant that he had made vast donations to the President’s campaign chest.  It would be interesting to see if they remained friends when the money ran out.  “The President wants results, Glass.”
 
    
 
   Bastard, I thought, angrily.  I didn’t blame Wilkinson, but I could be very angry at the President.  We had enough problems with political interference without piling this on top of us.  It was bad enough that some congressmen wanted us to ban the use of magic wands…even though magic wands, apart from a handful of artefacts that came out of Faerie, are little more than a fad.  Newly blossomed wizards and witches use them to focus their magic, but no competent magic-user needed a wand.  I had never used one in my life.  Banning them would be about as effective as banning dihydrogen monoxide.  Our figures suggested that most of the people who used wands were very low-level magic users, if that.  They were mainly used by fakes.
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said, running my hand though my hair.  The charms intended to keep my hair colour from showing hadn’t broken, much to my relief.  “I’ll leave as soon as I pick up my coat and some of the briefing papers.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Wilkinson said.  He looked so grateful that I wondered if there had been heavy threats about instant dismissal and maybe even an official enquiry coming down from the President, or, more likely, his office.  “Let me know as soon as you find anything.”
 
    
 
   I had actually visited Vincent Faye’s mansion – part of me wants to call it a castle – before, back when I had been undergoing my training.  It was a massive European-style manor house, built by a designer who, I had thought at the time, had been drunk.  It was a strange building, constructed to always seem just a little bit disconcerting, with hints of influence from all over the world.  English-style windows and lawns contrasted oddly with gothic walls and Arabian minarets.  Now, I could see just how it focused the surrounding magical field, tapping it to add to its defences and surrounding wards.  It was almost as well-defended as the average government building in Washington.
 
    
 
   But that wasn't surprising.  Where many other businessmen had cursed the arrival of the supernatural, Vincent Faye had been the first one to realise that it offered opportunity for profit.  A minor-league warlock himself – the ranking scale was much less fixed in those days – he had recruited other magic-users and built himself a business empire that rivalled other, more mundane, corporations.  It couldn’t grow much further – magic-users are in high demand – but it was still the first and the best.  Vincent could have paid my salary for the next hundred years without ever noticing the loss.  The President would hate to lose his backing.
 
    
 
   I paused outside the walls and reached out with my senses, testing the wards carefully.  They seemed to be intact, which was odd; Vincent had field-tested and developed the wards that most private interests used, when they couldn’t hire their own wizards.  If someone had kidnapped one of his children from the house, they hadn’t interfered with the wards at all, which was supposed to be impossible.  That suggested an inside job.  Even without a full-fledged warden monitoring the wards, slipping through them would be extremely difficult.  I wouldn’t want to try it unless I was desperate.
 
    
 
   The gate opened in front of me, revealing Vincent himself, waiting for me.  I carefully didn’t look up for a moment, reminding myself who had jurisdiction over any kind of magical crime, before looking at him.  Vincent looked as if he had aged twenty years overnight.  He had once resembled Tom Baker in his early years, but now he looked more like a worn-down version of a man.  I could sympathise with his predicament.  Unlike most fathers in this day and age, he could protect his children with means far beyond most people’s comprehension, and disaster had still struck.  He had failed in his greatest responsibility.
 
    
 
   “Mr Faye,” I said, carefully.  The last thing I needed was for him to go running to the President, complaining about my attitude, although I wasn't going to let him walk all over me.  “Tell me exactly what happened here.”
 
    
 
   Vincent looked at me as if I’d gone mad.  “We should hold this discussion indoors,” he mumbled, finally.  He did have a point – it wouldn’t be long before reporters and the television crews gathered around the mansion, peeking into every aspect of his family’s life – but I just wanted to get on with it.  “Come with me.”
 
    
 
   He led me towards the mansion, down a long path that was charmed to be implacably hostile to anyone who walked on it without his permission, or that of another member of his family.  Up close, the mansion didn’t look much better.  The lights were shining out in the semi-darkness and hundreds of men and women, all wearing servant clothes, were running about everywhere, or sitting on the grass having a cry.  I cast my eye over them briefly, noting the handful of young girls in very revealing dresses – purely out of professional interest, of course – and the older servants, before Vincent led me into the house through a side door.  Somehow, I wasn’t surprised.  I had guessed that I didn’t rate the servant’s entrance.
 
    
 
   “Someone took her from my house,” Vincent said, as soon as the door closed behind us.  We were standing in a long richly-furnished corridor, lined with tasteful paintings and other artworks.  I spotted what looked like a copy of the Mona Lisa and smiled.  I don’t know much about art, but I’m pretty sure that the original painting doesn’t include pointed ears on the girl’s face.  “They took her from her room and…”
 
    
 
   He broke down as we stepped into a small room, tastefully decorated.  I didn’t know what it was normally used for, but there were a pair of teenage girls sitting there, waiting for us.  The younger one caught my attention at once.  She was a blonde bombshell, practically perfectly beautiful in every way, wearing a dress that hinted at her contours rather than revealing everything.  A younger or less experienced man would have drooled.  I recognised the glamour at once.  She had woven enough spells around her to ensure that she had the attention of every young man in the room.  I remembered – and shivered, deep inside – the girls who had summoned the demon, days ago.  She was just like them.
 
    
 
   Her older sister, or so I presumed, was far less glamorous.  She reminded me a little of Varsha, in a way; she had a willowy body under a simple brown dress and deep, hauntingly intelligent eyes.  She had a magic field as well, one that was far more composed than her sister’s, suggesting formidable magical abilities.  In a few more years, she might even be considered for Guardianship, if we wanted to recruit her.
 
    
 
   “Daddy, daddy,” the younger girl said.  Her voice was too high-pitched for my tastes.  It was illegal to use glamour magic in such a way, but with her father being the man he was, I doubted that anyone would bother trying to prosecute her.  He clearly spoiled her rotten.  “Tell him to interview me first.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t bother,” the older one said, before her father could say anything.  Her eyes tilted up to meet mine.  There was a very sharp mind hiding in there, I realised, even though her voice was soft and worried.  “She wasn't here when it happened, sir.”
 
    
 
   “Not now, Alassa,” Vincent said, to the younger girl.  I recognised the name as being a magical name, perhaps one chosen to hide her real name.  “Aylia, please will you take your sister out of here and back to her room?”
 
    
 
   We waited until Aylia had dragged her complaining sister out of the room before Vincent started to talk.  It was a long rambling explanation and I grew more than a little exasperated with it.  Vincent was supposed to be a ruthless businessman – his enemies called him a robber baron – not an edgy civilian.  On the other hand, I conceded privately, if I had lost a child, I would be a little bit upset too.
 
    
 
   “My youngest daughter Cecelia is barely five years old,” he said, finally.  “She was upstairs having a nap with Felincia when something happened.  We don’t know what, or when it happened, but when my wife Janine went in to see the child, Felincia was dead and Cecelia was gone!”
 
    
 
   “Right,” I said, carefully.  Normally, we don’t have to do any kind of detective work, but there seemed to be no choice.  “When did you discover that your daughter was missing?”
 
    
 
   “Three hours ago,” Vincent said.  He sounded more composed now that I was asking proper questions.  “I summoned the servants and we searched the grounds at once, but we found nothing, so I called for assistance from the Guardians.  I didn’t bother calling the local police or the FBI.  This is a magical case…”
 
    
 
   And the FBI really doesn’t like you, I added, in the privacy of my own head.  It was true.  Vincent had pioneered the introduction of magical items into civilian life and, naturally, it had been the criminal class that had taken greatest advantage of them.  Safes and lockboxes that should have been untouchable had been opened with ease, while teleporting criminals had broken into bank vaults and escaped with millions of dollars worth of gold.  The economic crisis was bad enough, many felt, without adding magical criminals to the list of society’s problems.  It didn’t help that too many magical criminals considered themselves above the law and the people who were meant to deal with them – the Guardians – were overworked.  It wasn't a sane world any longer.
 
    
 
   And that didn’t include the problems caused by the Faerie.
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said, holding up a hand to stem the torrent of words.  “What did you do afterwards?”
 
    
 
   “I sent my bodyguards to recover Alassa from her friend’s house,” Vincent said.  I smiled inwardly.  If Alassa hadn’t been there at the time, there was little point in interviewing her, unless…was it possible that she could have been the inside help?  I had been an only child myself, but I knew something about sibling rivalry…and it was clear that Alassa was a spoilt brat.  Could she have decided to get rid of her younger sister?  “Aylia and Janine were already in the house and helped me search for her, but we couldn’t find her, even with Janine’s link to the child.”  He frowned and seemed to come back to himself.  “I want you to find her, now, and the person who took her from me.”
 
    
 
   “I will do my best,” I promised.  I didn’t care for his tone.  It promised a bloody revenge on the kidnapper.  I couldn’t blame him for the impulse, but the last thing we needed was a magical war breaking out in the middle of America.  We already had quite enough problems.  “I hope you haven’t moved the body?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Vincent assured me.  “We left her where she fell in defence of our child.”
 
    
 
   “Good,” I said.  I pulled myself to my feet and looked down at him.  “I want you to keep everyone who was present in the house at the time here until I tell you otherwise.  I want you to…”
 
    
 
   “You don’t give me orders,” Vincent said, angrily.  Perhaps he was just lashing out at me because he felt so helpless, but I wasn't going to accept that sort of treatment.  If he wanted a servant, he should have hired one.  Guardians have ultimate authority where magic is concerned.  We can cut through red tape at will.  “My close personal friend assured me…”
 
    
 
   “I will find your daughter, if that is possible,” I said, keeping my voice icily calm.  I wasn't in the mood for a shouting match.  “If you do not cooperate, finding your daughter may be much harder.  We don’t know who took her, sir, and delay could lead to her death.”
 
    
 
   He held my eyes for a long moment, and then he abruptly lowered his gaze.  “I understand,” he said, with a long sigh.  I was surprised by the sudden submission.  The nasty cynical part of my mind suspected that he would be on the telephone to the President as soon as I let him alone.  It didn’t matter, really.  If someone was setting me up for a fall, the least I could do was to try and see that the job was done properly.  “What else do you want me to do?”
 
    
 
   “Keep yourself at hand to answer questions.” I said, firmly.  “I may want to talk to the remainder of your family and staff under a truth spell at some point.  I expect that that won’t be a problem…?”
 
    
 
   “My family will accept it,” he said, in a voice that suggested that anyone who refused to be interrogated would regret it.  “My staff…may not agree.”
 
    
 
   I scowled.  A truth spell has many limitations, but it’s really a simple spell; anyone under its influence has to speak only the truth, as they understand it.  The stronger versions of the spell compelled the victim to speak, regardless of their own wishes, but they were legally dubious.  There was a question of self-incrimination to be considered.  Congress had passed laws forbidding the use of the more powerful truth spells very quickly – for quite understandable, if selfish, reasons – unless the recipient volunteered to be placed under the spell.  It was illegal to compel volunteers to accept the spell.  The lawsuits would drain even Vincent’s vast resources.
 
    
 
   “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” I said, finally.  It might not prove newsier.  Unless there was something very odd about Vincent’s wards, the inside help for the kidnap almost had to be a family member.  I had to remind myself that just because Alassa was a spoiled brat, and something of a bitch, didn’t actually mean that she was evil.   It might not matter.  Any wizard capable of slipping through the wards without being detected, even with inside help, would be capable of brushing off a truth spell.  “Please take me to the scene of the crime.”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Vincent said.  He stood up, as if taking some action – any action – was better than sitting around moping.  “I’ll take you there at once.”
 
    
 
   The house seemed to be larger on the inside than the outside, although as far as I could tell, there wasn’t enough magic in the building to produce such an effect.  It felt as if it had been designed to be confusing; we walked up some stairs, passed through a handful of corridors and open rooms, before going down some more stairs.  I was thoroughly lost almost at once, even though I was trying to read the magical field surrounding the building.  There were embedded spells in there that even I didn’t recognise.
 
    
 
   “Here,” Vincent said, finally.  The door swung open at his muttered Words of Power.  “I’ll leave you alone here, shall I?”
 
    
 
   I said nothing.  I was too busy studying the dead body.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Whenever I hear anyone arguing for slavery, I feel a strong impulse to see it tried on him personally.
 
   -Abraham Lincoln
 
    
 
   I closed the door behind me and looked around the room, careful not to touch anything.  It was a pointless exercise.  Whatever clues might have remained in the room after the kidnap, they would probably have been removed or damaged by the desperate search afterwards.  I couldn’t blame Janine Faye for wanting to search for her daughter, but from a forensic point of view, searching for clues and evidence had just become a lot harder.  I pulled out my camera and snapped a dozen pictures of the room, and the body, before returning it to my pocket and examining the room.
 
    
 
   It was luxurious enough to make me roll my eyes.  It was large enough for twenty children, their nurses, their parents and probably the remainder of their families as well, decorated in a style that I could only describe as childish.  There were posters of children’s TV stars everywhere, contrasting oddly with the fine wooden structure of the walls, and a dozen – if not more – stuffed toys.  I smiled as I saw the massive stuffed donkey – almost as large as a real donkey and perhaps more suited for a child – before it opened one eye and winked at me.  They’d been charmed to be companions for a young girl.
 
    
 
   I rolled my eyes again and walked around the room, concentrating.  It was crawling with spells intended to safeguard the child’s life, protecting her from all dangers.  It is quite possible to ward a person against a specific danger – bullets, for instance, or drowning – and it felt as if Vincent had attempted to cover all possible threats.  Some of the spells felt smothering to my senses, attempting to prevent me from doing anything dangerous, but I shook them off with an effort.  Children needed to learn things for themselves, not to be guarded by magical bodyguards, not least because wards were far from intelligent.  A ward against drowning might prevent a person from swimming.  A ward against poison might forbid the child to eat.  I wondered, briefly, if that explained why Vincent’s children had turned out the way they had.  One was a silent rebel, another was a spoilt brat…and the third had been kidnapped.
 
    
 
   “Idiot,” I muttered, as I finally returned to the body.  It had been left untouched, at least, much to my relief.  Forensic magic depends, far more than any more mundane techniques, on the scene remaining untouched and Janine’s search had disrupted too much.  I would have to call for a proper team from the Circle, but at least there might be a chance.  I looked around, expecting to see a Faerie sign, and saw nothing.  The Faerie did sometimes kidnap children, particularly ones with a magical talent, but they always left a mark of their presence.  I’d seen little dolls made out of straw, representing the child, and changelings.  The latter died quickly.
 
    
 
   I bent down to study the body and discovered my first surprise.  Felincia had been a werewolf.  It wasn't that uncommon to have a werewolf serve as a bodyguard, but I wouldn’t have expected one to serve as a combination of nurse, tutor and bodyguard.  Some werewolves could control their own change, moving from man to wolf anytime they liked, without the bloodlust.  Others could only change when the moon rose in the night sky and lost control completely.  I guessed that Felincia had been one of the former type – no one in their right mind would trust the latter type anywhere near a child, no matter how kind and gentle they were when they weren’t in wolf form – but I would have to check it.  I doubted that she was responsible for the kidnap – werewolves tended more towards messily devouring their prey, rather than kidnaps and there was no sign of a bloody meal – but it would have to be checked.
 
    
 
   Her face, in death, looked surprisingly calm and relaxed.  She had once looked striking, rather than pretty, with long white hair and soft brown eyes.  Her face showed signs of her duel nature.  Her eyes were doglike, in a sense, and she had the impression of looking like a dog, or a wolf.  I couldn’t help, but think of a spaniel pup, staring up at me beseechingly with begging eyes, eager for a run or to play a game.  It had probably been less noticeable when she’d been alive, I decided; werewolf children tended to be shunned and abhorred by other children in schools, even though most werewolf children could control themselves.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t tell what had killed her.  There were no marks on her body, no suggestion of violence and no gaping wounds.  That suggested that one of the killing spells had been used, one that killed without leaving a mark, although most of the ones I knew caused at least some pain to the unlucky target.  It would have had to be a powerful spell.  Werewolves are tough.  They could be shot repeatedly and they would keep coming, regenerating even as they advanced on their prey.  Silver bullets would kill one, of course, but no one had shot Felincia.  She was just…dead.
 
    
 
   And she was wearing a dog collar.  The sight was so unexpected that I reached for it instinctively…and snatched my hand back as it tried to bite me.  I swore aloud and examined the collar more carefully.  It had once been charmed by a professional magician and the spell was still in place.  I studied it with my sixth sense and cursed again.  Looking at it was like looking at a venomous spider, or a scorpion; it repulsed me on a very basic level.  I felt sick as I took in the coiled malice of the spell.  I know that there are people who argue that magic is magic, with no differences between white and black magic, but I suspected that they were wrong.  Power corrupts, after all, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.
 
    
 
   The ends don’t justify the means, I thought grimly.  The means make the end.
 
    
 
   I probed the collar carefully, fighting down the growing urge to be sick.  It was a compulsion spell, one that would affect anyone, even someone who hadn’t volunteered to be placed under the spell.  My first thought was that it had killed her, but as I probed onwards, I realised that it had done nothing more than make her obedient to her master.  It was actually quite a simple spell, I saw, but Felincia would have been quite helpless to resist it.  She had almost certainly agreed to accept the spell as part of the price for working for Vincent Faye and his family.
 
    
 
   Bastard, I thought.  The use of a compulsion spell on an unwilling volunteer was illegal.  Congress had passed harsh laws against any form of mind control after a handful of rape cases, where a girl had been forced into having sex with someone under such a spell, and some rarer cases of theft, where someone had been forced to hand over all their worldly goods.  It was often difficult to prove that someone had been acting under such an influence, however, and many such cases had floundered for lack of evidence.  Using one on a willing volunteer was a different story, however; Congress hadn’t been willing to ban the spells completely.
 
    
 
   That added a different problem.  An unwilling volunteer placed under a compulsion spell could shake it off, or could be freed by someone else, like me.  I’d freed people myself in the past.  A willing volunteer accepted the spell as part of their being; they literally could not be freed from the spell, unless their master agreed to let them go.  I knew people who had agreed to accept such spells because they got a charge out of being someone’s helpless slave, but I doubted that Felincia had been like that.  She had probably only been allowed to work for Faye if she accepted the spell.  I couldn’t blame Vincent for that, as much as I detested the practice; a man in his position had to be sure of his servants, or they might betray him.  Looking down at the harmless-looking dog collar, with its hidden charm, I knew why they might want to betray him.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I muttered, knowing that Felincia was well beyond being affected by my concern.  I warded myself carefully and removed the dog collar, feeling the spell trying to break through the wards and hack away at my mind.  I held it off with ease – my wards were strong enough to hold out most of the effect – and carefully placed it down on the table.  The spell would remain a danger until the dog collar was destroyed.  The only person who could handle it safely would be Faye himself.  No one would trust anyone else to handle their compulsion spells if they had a choice.
 
    
 
   Her skin, I noted grimly, had been very pale under the collar.  There was no way to know for sure, but I guessed that she had had to wear the collar more or less permanently as an added humiliation.  Treating a werewolf, particularly a rational one, as a dog was a deadly insult.  It was odd that Felincia had agreed to wear the collar at all, although it had normally been hidden under her clothes, but perhaps she had been desperate.  That would have to be investigated, I decided, and made a mental note to follow it up later, if I had time.  After seeing the collar, I was quite prepared to dislike Vincent Faye.  Nailing him on a charge would be very satisfying.
 
    
 
   I scanned her body again, just in case the compulsion spell had been hiding something more lethal, but found nothing.  An autopsy would probably find no cause of death either, which at least suggested that someone in the house hadn’t ordered her to commit suicide.  I would have to check who had been given power over her by Faye; he was definitely her master, but he could have ordered her to obey others as well.  The entire practice was thoroughly disgusting.  If the general public knew the half of what could be done to them through magic, they’d be screaming for witch-hunts and public burnings.
 
    
 
   And far too many magic-users thought they were above the law.
 
    
 
   I carefully touched her eyes and closed them, before I straightened up, wandering over to the window and peering down into the grounds.  The servants were still there, trying to comfort each other…and, I noted, the gates were crammed with reporters.  They were keeping their distance – most reporters learned rapidly that trying to crowd a wizard or press against a ward was a dangerous pastime – but they were shouting questions at the servants anyway.  The servants didn’t look as if they were going to respond, but I tried to probe them anyway, just in case they all had compulsion spells of their own.  The spells surrounding the window made it impossible for my senses to reach that far.  I doubted that anyone could have broken into the room.
 
    
 
   “It happened, of course,” I reminded myself, as I turned away from the window.  “If we eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, has to be the answer.”
 
    
 
   I snorted as I sat down.  Sherlock Holmes hadn’t lived in a place where the impossible happened on a regular basis, but he was right.  I knew that there had been a kidnap; I knew that someone had been taken from the house, which meant that the wards and protection spells had failed.  It wasn’t impossible to break through a ward, but breaking through so many in such a short period of time, without alerting Faye or another of his family, should have been impossible.  I reached out with my mind, testing the wards carefully, and winced at the feedback.  Those wards were powerful!
 
    
 
   A ward works to repulse – or trap – something that doesn’t fit into the list of people allowed to pass through it unmolested.  Faye had chosen to make the wards as tight as possible.  Only his family and people accompanied by members of his family were allowed to enter the house.  Anyone else would be repulsed and, if they were powerful enough to break through the first wards, greeted by transfiguration spells that would turn them into statues – or worse.  I studied the wards slowly, keeping my distance from the core of their power, and frowned.  They were so deeply embedded in the local magical field that dismantling them would take weeks, even for Faye.  I couldn’t believe that someone had managed to lower them for just long enough for the kidnap to take place…and then raise them again, before Faye noticed that the wards were gone.  Wards, particularly defence wards, are generally linked to their creator.  Even a bird or insect flying into one should have raised an alert.
 
    
 
   I ran my hand through my hair.  It’s not impossible to knock down a ward, but you need a vast amount of magical power…and rebuilding the ward would be impossible afterwards.  Tricking a ward is subtle work.  It might be possible to slip through one ward, maybe even two or three, but it would require a Guardian-level magician.  I could break through the wards, but there would be no masking what I’d done.  No one I knew could slip through the wards without being caught and trapped.
 
    
 
   That left two possibilities.  Treachery…or the Faerie.  The Faerie didn’t seem to obey most of the rules that governed human magic-users.  I had no doubt that if a Faerie wanted to break through the wards, one of them would be able to do so; hell, they were magic.  They had their own limitations, though; like most other supernatural creatures, they couldn’t enter a home without being invited…and if so, who had invited them?  I stood up and checked the room, hunting for a puppet or some other sign of their presence, but found nothing.  That was…odd.
 
    
 
   I ran through the list of cases where the Faerie had kidnapped children.  There didn’t seem to be any pattern to who was kidnapped – indeed, some of the Faerie we had talked to claimed to be descended from humans, although God alone knew if that were true – but they always left a calling card.  No one knew if it was mere cruelty, or maybe a genuine belief that it was a fair exchange, but it wasn’t uncommon to find a small doll, or a living creature.  Some changelings had gone undetected for years before they finally revealed their true nature and died.  The original child would have been long gone.
 
    
 
   Shit, I thought.  I rather hoped that it was treachery, an inside job.  I really didn’t want to go haring off into one of the Faerie Mounds.  Every time I visited a Mound, I had the feeling that I wasn't going to get out of it alive.  I would sooner face a pair of vampires with nothing, but my wit – in other words, completely defenceless.  The Faerie made the most…different human culture on Earth look warm and welcoming.
 
    
 
   I looked back down at Felincia and sighed.  “I'm sorry, girl,” I said.  “We’re going to have to disturb your rest.”
 
    
 
   Faye probably wasn't going to like it, but I didn’t care.  I opened my cell phone and called the Circle.  “I need you to send Didi over here,” I said, once they had identified me.  The spells on the cell phone should have prevented anyone else using it, but the limits of the possible are pushed back further every day.  “I think we have a job for her.”
 
    
 
   “She’ll be on her way,” Dolly promised.  Dolly was a lacklustre magic-user, but a skilful operations officer.  She handled most of the day-to-day business of the Guardians, assigning supporting staff as we needed them.  I had once had a brief affair with her when we’d both been younger and we were still very fond of each other.  “Is there anything else you need?”
 
    
 
   There were several answers to that, starting with a backrub and proceeding onwards to a week in bed with no distractions, but I refrained from saying any of them.  “I need you to pass on a request to the cops,” I said, instead.  “The reporters have to be cleared away so that Didi and anyone else can get in without hassle.”
 
    
 
   “You should just let Guardian Love loose on them,” Dolly said, an evil note running through her voice.  “Have you forgotten how she handled the reporter who asked her to pose for a nude photo shoot?”
 
    
 
   I laughed.  Guardian Love had turned him into a pig and, somehow, she’d locked the spell so that only she could release it.  It had been an impressive piece of work and, somehow, it had made her the most popular Guardian in the United States.  I had heard that she was a figure of awe in men’s magazines, with strippers and dominance experts paid to dress up as her, but naturally I never read those magazines myself.  No one would have dared to tease her to her face about it.
 
    
 
   “I think that that would be counterproductive,” I said, finally.  The image of the building surrounded by pigs – or, worse, caterpillars or frogs – was a pleasant one, but I doubted that Vincent would be pleased.  The lawyers were still claiming that Guardian Love had assaulted the idiot reporter.  “Just have them sent away as quickly as possible.”
 
    
 
   I closed the cell phone and sat down on the bed.  Vincent wasn't going to like it, but I was past caring.  Magic might not be able to raise the dead, but under the right circumstances, it was possible to talk to a ghost.  Felincia might have been dead, but she could still tell us what had happened to her…and who had killed her.
 
   We might be able to wrap the case up overnight.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   He shook his head. “There's no justice.”
 
   Death sighed. NO, he said, THERE’S JUST ME. 
 
   -Terry Pratchett 
 
    
 
   There are some magics that I don’t like using, but this time there wasn't much of a choice.  Some groups, such as the Knights Templar Militant – granted special permission to use magic by the Pope – regard even thinking of using such magical tricks as a blasphemy, while others allow themselves to be seduced by the possibilities.  I don’t know who first unleashed the zombies on the world, but I’d bet half my salary that it was someone trying to raise the dead.  Even magic has limitations.
 
    
 
   I had expected Vincent to try to prevent me from attempting to raise Felincia’s ghost and talk to her, but he had agreed without hesitation, even though he would probably have good grounds to object.  The testimony of a ghost is rarely accepted in a court of law, but his enemies would make much of anything a former employee had to say about him, particularly if it were unpleasant.  His daughters had been surprisingly calm about the entire concept, but Alassa took one look at Didi and burst into giggles.  I had to restrain Didi from doing her an injury right there.
 
    
 
   “Stupid brat,” Didi said, when she had calmed down.  She doesn’t like being laughed at.  Her brand of magic is unpleasant and far too many people consider her to be barely one step up from the Voodoo Priests who rule Haiti these days.  There might be something vaguely amusing about her appearance, but anyone who poked fun at it was asking for trouble.  “Give her to me for a few days and we’ll see just how amusing she is when she doesn’t have daddy to hide behind.”
 
    
 
   Vincent hastily urged his daughters out of the room, leaving us alone together.  “This is the body?”  Didi asked, as soon as the door was closed, bending over Felincia and examining her remains.  “It’s surprisingly intact for a dead body.”
 
    
 
   “I noticed,” I said, trying to avoid looking directly at Didi.  She not only knows the effect she has on people, she goes out of her way to encourage it.  “I wasn’t able to identify the spell that killed her.”
 
    
 
   “And so the high and mighty Guardian calls for me,” Didi said, standing up.  My attention was drawn helplessly to her body and I forced myself to focus on her eyes.  It wasn't much of a relief.  “You are going to help with the spell, aren’t you?”
 
    
 
   I shifted uncomfortably at her smile.  Didi was tall for a woman, taller than me, but it wasn't that that repelled me.  She was the blackest person I’d ever seen – she claimed descent from real Voodoo priests – and she was naked, standing in the room as casually as if she were fully clothed.  Her body was covered with rings; she had earrings dangling from her ear, nose-rings hanging from her nose, nipple-rings hanging from her breasts…there was barely an inch of her body that didn’t have a ring.  The pain she’d gone through to turn herself into the most-pieced woman in the world must have been staggering, I had decided long ago, and it prevented her from doing anything normal.  If she walked past a magnet she would probably find herself trapped helplessly by the magnetic field.  I didn’t even want to think about the rings she had on her lips, or her vagina…
 
    
 
   Where I was a generalist, able to perform most spells without difficulty, Didi was a specialist.  Her precise branch of magic was commonly – and inaccurately – known as necromancy, working with the dead.  I had seen her once trap a person’s soul in his rotting body until he answered her questions, and then destroy the zombie with a flick of her wrist.  If anyone could call back Felincia’s ghost and place a handful of questions to it, she could, but it had its own dangers.  Necromancers tended to be more than a little weird – Didi was actually the most normal one we knew of – and died young.  Talking with the dead, she had told me once, allowed them to notice you…and then they never left you alone.
 
    
 
   “If you need me to help, I will,” I said, pushing my nausea aside.  Whatever else could be said about her, there was no denying that she was a good and trustworthy ally.  The Circle needed her.  “What do you want me to do?”
 
    
 
   “I guess a quick screw up against the wall is out of the question,” Didi said.  I ignored her sally firmly.  She was always teasing the Guardians she worked with, although I don’t think that any of them had accepted her offer.  Necromancers used sex as a source of energy – I think it was because sex was the ultimate act of the living – but it tended to take on strange forms.  Call me boring, but I would prefer to stick to more mundane love-making, rather than getting up at night, putting on a goat’s skin, and dancing under the moon.  “Just help me get her comfortable.”
 
    
 
   Unlike me, she had no hesitation in touching the cool body.  I helped her move Felincia until she was lying flat on her back, with her hands folded under her breasts.  She looked sweet, almost virginal, in a way; I could almost fool myself into believing that she was still alive.  Didi was gentle to the corpse, murmuring like a nurse or a mother into the dead ears, far more gentle than I would have expected.  She believed, unlike me, that Felincia was still alive somewhere.  It was how her magic worked.
 
    
 
   “Sit there,” she directed me, once we had finished moving the body.  “No, wait; put a locking spell on the door first, then turn off your cell phone and anything else that might distract you.  I don’t like doing it with distractions.  We might lose her while we tried to call her.”
 
    
 
   I obeyed slowly, reluctant to begin.  Necromancy, like all other branches of magic, has its own rules…and no one is quite sure which rules are necessary and which have been added by fakes who didn’t know what they were doing.  I know some necromancers who attempt to test the rules – almost unique among magic users – but eventually the researchers ended up dying in the magical equivalent of industrial accidents.  I was just glad that we didn’t have to use chicken blood and feathers.  That would have been too kinky for me.
 
    
 
   “Good,” Didi said, finally.  There was a note of understanding, even compassion, in her voice.  “Now…relax, and allow it to happen.”  She placed her hands on Felincia’s forehead.  “Felincia; we need you.”
 
    
 
   She chanted under her breath for a long moment, her words just inaudible to my ears.  I felt it, however, a vast and powerful field building up around us.  A thunderclap echoed in the distance, harbinger of an oncoming storm…or perhaps it only existed in the room.  The Words of Power seemed to hang in the air, their very presence oppressive…
 
    
 
   And, slowly, an image appeared in front of us.
 
    
 
   At first, it was barely human, little more than a glowing sheet of light.  As Didi chanted, it took on shape and form; first a glowing humanoid form, and then a more feminine shape.  It hung over its former body, held there by Didi’s will and the magical field she’d summoned, spinning slowly in the air.  Unlike the demon I’d defeated – it felt like years ago – there was no sense of threat, merely an aching pain and abiding loneliness.  I saw, for one second, her face…and I almost fled.  It had been torn by a despair too deep to be borne.
 
    
 
   She was a very sad girl, I thought, somehow forcing myself to stay seated.  I felt as if we were doing something utterly forbidden, as if we were peeking on girls undressing, girls who trusted us not to take advantage of them.  I felt filthy.  It wasn't like my first dirty magazine, or my first foray into the world of online porn, where the disgust and reluctance had finally faded.  It was something that would always be forbidden.  Didi…no wonder Didi had covered herself in piercing.  It would be easy to just give up and allow the despair to take you.  The pain kept her focused.
 
    
 
   “We have called you here,” Didi said, speaking aloud.  That was for my benefit.  Felincia’s ghost would have heard even a whisper.  “We require answers from you.  We bind you to speak truthfully and to give us full and complete answers.”
 
    
 
   “Let me go,” the ghost said.  It was a haunting childlike voice, yet I heard it perfectly.  It tore at the very heartstrings.  No one could resist such a plea for long.  “Let me go to my rest.”
 
    
 
   Didi continued to speak, binding the ghost to its former body.  I forced myself to watch, recalling old facts I had once been taught in basic training.  Necromancy’s rules were odd, but very clear; there were certain questions that no one was allowed to ask.  The principal ones – the existence of God, or Heaven and Hell, or what happened after a person died – were forbidden.  At first, the dead would simply remain silent.  Later, they would never respond to the call.  A necromancer who asked too many of the wrong questions would find himself powerless.
 
    
 
   “Let me go,” the ghost pleaded.  Somehow, Felincia was becoming more…solid, more real.  I felt as if we were bullying her, or abusing her; how could Didi stand it?  I wanted to hate her at that moment.  “Let me go!”
 
    
 
   “Not yet,” Didi said, harshly.  Perhaps she was affected too.  “You will answer our questions.”
 
    
 
   Felincia stared at her mournfully, but offered no further resistance.  “Good,” Didi said, finally.  “Good girl.  What happened when you were last in this room?”
 
    
 
   The ghost was staring down at her former body, as if she was unable to believe that she had once inhabited that shell.  “They took her,” she said finally, numbly.  One translucent hand reached for her throat, feeling the absence of the dog collar.  I realised, suddenly, just how much she had resented its presence.  It had been the final humiliation, the final sign that she was not trusted by her employers.  The dead, free of all such limits, would want revenge.  “They came and took her from me.  They killed me!”
 
    
 
   Her voice became a wail.  “I had a job, I had a boyfriend, I had a life,” she screamed.  “They killed me!”
 
    
 
   “It’s all right,” Didi said, calmly.  “We can pass on a message to your boyfriend if you want, or…”
 
    
 
   “No,” she screamed.  “How can I face him now?”
 
    
 
   Didi nodded once in understanding.  “Tell me who killed you,” she ordered.  “Who were they?”
 
    
 
   “They were just there,” Felincia said, her form beginning to break up into a ghostly white light.  Didi stared at her until she reformed into a humanoid form.  “I was there.  I had just put Cecelia to bed – she wanted a nap, poor thing – and then they were just there.  I couldn’t face them…”
 
    
 
   Her voice rose.  “They were there and then their form shifted and I couldn’t think and then they just pointed at me and…”
 
    
 
   “You died,” Didi said.  She pushed compassion and understanding into her tone.  “You’re safe now, Felincia; you can talk freely.”
 
    
 
   My thoughts were elsewhere.  When humans had first encountered the higher levels of supernatural creatures – elves and the Faerie – they had had problems in comprehending their nature.  The magic that surrounded them – that defined them, in some sense – made it hard for humans to perceive them.  Human perceptions were simply incapable of seeing them as they truly were.  The mere sight of one of them, without proper protection, was enough to paralyse or stun an unwary human.  It could have been a magical illusion – invisibility is one of the easier spells to master, although it’s hard to hide from infrared detectors – but I suspected otherwise.  If the Faerie had taken Cecelia…well, it would explain what happened to the wards.
 
    
 
   “I can’t,” Felincia said.  There was something different in her voice now, something worse than death.  “I can’t...they’re coming, they’re coming, they’re coming…”
 
    
 
   Her voice became a scream, too high-pitched for my ears, and then she broke apart into a wavering sheet of white light.  A moment later, I felt something new appearing in the room, a presence that seemed beyond comprehension.  It pushed down at our magical fields, trying to drain them to help manifest itself fully in our reality…I heard Didi scream before Felincia simply flickered out of existence.  A moment later, her body exploded into a bloody mess.
 
    
 
   And then the new presence was gone and calm descended once again.
 
    
 
   “Well…fuck,” Didi said, picking herself off the floor.  I couldn’t help, but giggle.  She was covered in blood.  It dripped off her bare body onto the floor.  “I don’t know what you’re laughing at, hotshot; you’re covered in blood too.”
 
    
 
   I looked down at my trenchcoat and swore.  She was right.  My black coat now looked as if I had been walking through a vampire’s private blood supply.  Varsha was going to kill me when I brought it home for her to wash, but I doubted that most cleaning spells would remove all the blood.  Hell, I might have to abandon the coat and get a new one entirely.
 
    
 
   “Never mind that,” I said, ignoring her rude snigger.  Perhaps she had a point about remaining naked.  She could just jump into the shower and emerge clean.  “What the hell happened?”
 
    
 
   “Good question,” Didi said, thoughtfully.  “Something else attempted to force its way into the summoning circle and tried to manifest in this realm.  There are plenty of higher entities that reside in higher dimensions that sometimes try to break through into our reality, but…the only time I have ever heard of something like this was back during Haiti’s civil war.”
 
    
 
   I winced.  The civil government of Haiti – such as it was – had been utterly incapable of dealing with the Voodoo cultists and their priests.  Armies of zombies and supernatural creatures had devastated the security forces and destroyed the government.  In the aftermath, the captured politicians had been turned into zombies and sent to till the fields, except one.  That one had, somehow, resisted being turned into a zombie.  No one knew why.  Haiti, these days, was a theocracy, with millions of citizens trying to escape.  It could only be improved by a direct nuclear strike.
 
    
 
   “It’s not a good sign,” she added.  “Whatever took the girl was a major Power.”
 
    
 
   “And that points right to the Faerie,” I agreed.  The absence of a puppet or changeling still bothered me, but Felincia’s description definitely fitted the lower-caste Faerie.  It was unlike one of them to resort to magic to kill a human, but they might have regarded Felincia as an abomination, a human changed by magic.  The Faerie think of us as little better than rats scurrying around their feet.  “I think that we’d better go have a word with Mr Faye.”
 
    
 
   “You might want to move fast,” Didi suggested.  “If they did take the girl, they won’t wait for long before they start…experimenting on her.”
 
    
 
   I shuddered.  “I know,” I said, standing up.  The blood had splattered everywhere and cleaning the room was going to be a major operation.  There wouldn’t be time to even have a shower before I raced off to the Faerie Mound at Mannington.  It wasn't the closest, but it was their…local capital, as we understood the term.  I performed a cleaning spell and watched as most of the blood dripped off my clothes.  It still felt disgusting.  “Come on.”
 
    
 
   “We’ll deal with the mess,” Vincent said, after we had explained everything.  He hadn’t actually seen the mess yet.  “Felincia was our servant and we will take care of the body, unless you want to autopsy it or something…?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, tiredly.  There was very little point in keeping the remains of the body.  No one, not even Didi, would be able to summon Felincia again.  I wondered if the other entity had killed her, or eaten her soul, but it hardly mattered.  A human ghost can only be summoned once before it goes onwards.
 
    
 
   “You’ll go after her at once?”  Vincent asked.  “You’re not going to wait for any support from anyone?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, slowly.  I understood the question, but no amount of force would convince the Faerie to see things our way.  The only way to deal with them was to greet them on their own terms and be diplomatic.  No one wanted another Moscow in the heart of America.  It would have been nice to have an army at our backs, but the entire United States Marine Corps would just make more targets for the Faerie, if they decided to start a fight.  “I’ll go alone.”
 
    
 
   I looked over at Didi.  “Get a shower and then go inform the Circle of what I’m doing,” I ordered, shortly.   I wanted a shower myself, desperately, but there was no time.  A second in our world could be years for the Faerie, or vice versa.  I had to move as quickly as possible.  “I’ll let them know what happened when I come out of the Mound.”
 
    
 
   “You take care of yourself,” Didi said, flatly.  She was brushing blood off her body without any regard for their carpets.  I felt a moment of sympathy for whoever would have to clean them later in the day, but hardly any for Vincent Faye.  Even if Felincia had accepted the compulsion spell willingly, it was still evil.  “I don’t want to summon your ghost for an explanation of what happened.”
 
    
 
   “You do that and I’ll haunt you,” I said, equally firmly.  “Be seeing you.”
 
    
 
   I walked out of the door, barely noticing how Aylia was watching me.
 
    
 
   My mind was elsewhere.  No one went to the Faerie and returned unscathed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   The thing about words is that meaning can twist just like a snake, and if you want to find snakes look for them behind words that have changed their meaning.
 
   No one ever said elves are nice.
 
   Elves are bad.
 
   -Terry Pratchett
 
    
 
   When I had been young, the world had felt safe.  Oh, I had known – and knew – that there were dangers out there for a young boy growing up into a man, but on the whole it had been safe.  The city had been my home, a place where humans were dominant, a place I understood.  These days, after the rise of the supernatural, the cities no longer felt safe…and it was worse in the countryside.  As I materialised near the military checkpoint just below Mannington – and the Faerie Mound beyond – it hit me like a jackhammer.  This was no longer any place for mortal man.
 
    
 
   It began as a vague feeling that all was not quite right, a sense of unease that dug into my very soul, and blossomed into full-grown paranoia.  I knew, somehow, that I was being watched by a thousand unseen eyes, belonging to creatures that were far from human.  The sense only grew stronger as I looked around, taking in the deserted road and, far below, the noise coming from the hippie camp.  If I remained for too long, I would either have to come to some accommodation with the supernatural forces…or die at their hand.  This was their world now.
 
    
 
   The farmers knew it, far better than anyone else.  Some of them had tried to fight the supernatural entities and creatures, only to wind up dead – or worse – at their hands.  Others had learned, rapidly, never to be out of doors after dark, or to leave some milk and food out for the Little Folk.  Some had even managed to form alliances with the more human-like Faerie, the ones who considered us more than prey or fodder, while still others had become dependent upon them.  I had heard that hundreds of farmers were deserting the lands every year, escaping to the city as the supernatural presence grew stronger; indeed, there were towns and hamlets that were rapidly becoming ghost towns, abandoned by their inhabitants.  The Circle had run some highly-confidential projections and concluded that the United States might be at risk of famine within twenty years if the situation grew any worse.  I drew my trenchcoat around me as I considered the implications.  For all the successes we’d had in confronting human magic-users, the real threat might be the slow and steady transformation of the countryside…and the entire world.  The human race might be heading towards extinction.
 
    
 
   I shook my head and walked up towards the checkpoint.  Whatever long-ago concerns about the use of military forces within the country had once existed had vanished years ago; the military had been the only force that could try to keep people away from magical sites.  I – personally – believed that anyone stupid enough to walk into a Faerie Mound deserved everything that got (unless it was me, of course, seeing that that was just about what I was going to do), but Congress hadn’t agreed.  The cynical side of my mind whispered that the real reason had as much to do with restricting the spread of magical items – they fell out of Faerie Mounds with dismaying regularity – but it hardly mattered.  The maps of the infested areas suggested that no amount of military force could contain the spread.  Humans were being pushed back towards their cities.
 
    
 
   The sense of unease grew stronger as I approached the checkpoint.  It was almost a relief when a soldier stepped out of hiding – I hadn’t even sensed him – and levelled a rifle at me.  I held up my hands, to demonstrate that they were unarmed, and watched him carefully.  His stance seemed normal, at first, but his eyes were haunted.  Anyone who spent too long near a Mound ended up terrified of the dark, jumping at every little noise; I kept a careful eye on him, ready to jump aside if he looked like squeezing the trigger.
 
    
 
   “Guardian Glass,” I identified myself, when he finally demanded my pass.  By an executive order, only Guardians and people cleared by the Circle are allowed to walk into a secured region.  I knew that the army was good at keeping people out, but it wasn't perfect.  The hippies down south worshipped the Faerie, convinced that they lived in a land of milk and honey inside their Mound, and tried to get in at every opportunity.  Magic-users, too, could slip through with ease.  “I have clearance to enter the restricted zone.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes,” the soldier said.  The others had appeared now, relieved to finally have some other company.  The unit had probably started out as a crisp and professional infantry platoon.  By now, it looked as if it was on the verge of breaking up; two of the soldiers looked as if they were drinking on duty, while a third looked as if he was going to blow his brains out at any second.  The Army rotates units through the restricted zone as fast as it can, but there just aren’t enough soldiers.  “Good luck.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said, gravely.  It wasn't uncommon for people living near the Mound to have a sense of its inhabitants, so I asked.  “Have you seen anything odd recently?”
 
    
 
   “Odd?”  A Sergeant asked.  His voice was slurred almost to the point of being impossible to understand.  “We saw wolves two days ago, a handful of pixies the day before, a dragon last week and…something the week before that.  Is there anything in particular that you were interested in, oh high and mighty Guardian?”
 
    
 
   “No, thank you,” I said, making a mental note to insist that the soldiers be withdrawn as soon as possible and sent for a long leave.  Soldiers seem to take the presence of the supernatural harder than civilians, but no one knows why.  My theory is that it’s because a soldier expects to have more command over his environment – and his enemy – than a civilian.  The scores of slaughtered soldiers, at the hands of various supernatural foes, only made the situation worse.  “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
    
 
   I stepped through the checkpoint – feeling a gust of wind at my back as I moved – and walked onwards towards Mannington.  Whatever the outskirts of the town might have looked like once, it was now an overgrown mess, a strange mixture of greenery and the modern world.  Rusty cars were covered in bushes, the road was breaking up as shoots pushed their way through the tarmac and houses were falling down, broken up by the advancing wall of nature.  I studied it for a second, thinking of how Washington or New York might look when the advancing supernatural world finally entered the cities and completed our destruction, and then walked into the town itself.  It stood in stark contrast to the outskirts…
 
    
 
   No one knows what happened in Mannington.  A year after the first reports, before anyone really knew what was going on, every man, woman and child in the town just vanished.  No one even knew what had happened until concerned citizens from other towns had gone to investigate, finally discovering a completely empty town.  There had been no signs of a struggle, no hint that slave traders had decided to walk off with an entire town’s population…nothing.  The investigations had been cursory.  Once the world had woken up to the supernatural, it was quietly conceded that none of the town’s population would be returning and the search was called off.  Two years after the disappearance, the Faerie Mound appeared.  I suspected – and I knew that the other Guardians agreed with me – that it wasn’t a coincidence.
 
    
 
   The town looked hauntingly normal, chillingly eerie.  It had been almost fourteen years since the townspeople had vanished, but it still looked as if they had only gone to visit friends, rather than overgrown and lost to nature.  None of the inner buildings had fallen down, or even been looted; the people who had visited the town in the aftermath of the disappearance had reported that they hadn’t been able to stay for long in the place.  It was as if Mannington itself had decided to drive everyone else out of the area.  I walked down the main street, trying not to look too closely into the shadows.  I didn’t want to know what might be hiding in the darkness…
 
    
 
   And there was something behind me.  At first, I thought that it was just another ghost, lurking at the edge of perception, but it was real.  I reached out carefully with my senses, taking pains not to reveal that I knew that something was wrong, and felt the edge of an invisibility spell.  It wasn't a perfect spell, cast by someone without much experience of practical magic, but it was very well done.  If I had relied on magic alone, instead of my finely-honed senses, I would have missed it completely.  The soldiers at the checkpoint had definitely missed it.  Someone was following me.
 
    
 
   I lifted one hand, as if I intended to scratch my ear, and snapped my fingers.  The paralysis spell leapt from my fingers and hit the person, shaped in my mind.  It was an easy spell to use; after all, I’d had plenty of practice.  The person hit the ground with an audible thud, taken completely by surprise themselves, and I turned around.  I was surprised to see that the spell hadn’t broken under my attack.  The only sign that someone was there was the faint indentation in the ground.
 
    
 
   “All right,” I said, bending over where I knew the person had to be.  “Let’s see who you are…”
 
    
 
   The spell was a fairly easy one to dispel.  I focused my mind, disrupted the field, and watched as the person shimmered into view.  I had expected to see a hippy from the commune, someone who intended to slip through into the Faerie Mound, but instead I saw Aylia Faye, Cecilia’s sister.  I stared at her, unable to believe my eyes.  What the hell was she doing here?  Her brown eyes met mine, silently pleading.  The spell I’d caught her with prevented any kind of voluntary movement and she had to know that she was trapped.  By rights, I should have carried her back to the soldiers and handed her over to them.
 
    
 
   But I was curious.  “I’m going to release the spell,” I said, slowly.  “If you do anything stupid, I’m going to have to arrest you for trespassing in a restricted zone and interfering with Guardian activities.”  I concentrated and undid the spell.  “What are you doing here?”
 
    
 
   Aylia sat up slightly, rubbing her back.  She’d hit the ground like a sack of potatoes, more than hard enough to hurt.  She looked slight – I could have broken her in half with ease – and I felt a stab of guilt for hurting her, which I had to force down.  If she possessed a command of magic, she was dangerous beyond anything her appearance suggested.  I doubted that she could take me in a magical dual, but I resolved not to underestimate her.  She was Vincent Faye’s daughter, after all…
 
    
 
   “Following you,” she said, flatly.  I was mildly impressed.  Tracking someone though a teleport spell is not an easy task, although she had known where I was heading.  I’d discussed it in her hearing.  “I want to find my sister.”
 
    
 
   Several emotions warred in my mind.  Anger won.  “You stupid…”
 
    
 
   I caught myself and glared at her.  “Why did you follow me?”
 
    
 
   Her brown eyes met mine, silently beseeching.  “I need to find her,” she said, her voice pleading.  “I need her back, Guardian.”
 
    
 
   “Do you,” I growled.  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  Oh, I believed her when she said she wanted to find her sister, but she had to be insane.  Didn’t she have any idea how dangerous the Faerie were?  I decided to ask her.  “Do you have any experience with the Faerie?”
 
    
 
   “No,” she said, “but I’ve read all about them and…”
 
    
 
   “You’ve read all about them,” I repeated.  If she hadn’t been so earnest, I would have laughed in her face.  No writer, even one properly primed with a series of designer drugs, could capture what the Faerie were in a book.  The written word wouldn’t suffice to describe even a tiny section of what they were, let alone their complex social codes and their complete disdain for all things human.  “And, my dear, what part of what you’ve read all about them tells you that your presence here will be helpful?”
 
    
 
   Aylia glared at me.  “The books said that the Faerie respected families,” she said.  “I thought that if I slipped into the Mound, I would be able to convince them to take me to my sister, maybe even convince them to let her go.”  Her mouth tightened.  “I won’t leave her there, I won’t…”
 
    
 
   I opened my mouth to launch a scathing retort, and paused.  She was right, in a sense; the Faerie might be more well-disposed to a family member than a Guardian.  On the other hand, not all of their insanely complicated laws and codes of conduct applied to all Faerie Mounds and Aylia’s book might have been talking about a completely different subset of Faerie.  I had considered asking Vincent along, but I hadn’t wanted to take someone like him into the Mound.  A man used to getting his own way at all times would have a nasty surprise if he tried to bully the Faerie.  The only way to deal with them was to be very diplomatic.
 
    
 
   “You don’t have any experience,” I said, slowly.  Perhaps I was being stupid – no, I knew I was being stupid – but I was considering her idea.  I should take her back to the soldiers, or leave her in Mannington until I returned, but she might be useful.  “I know far more than you do about the Faerie…”
 
    
 
   I shook my head.  “I ought to spank you and send you back home,” I snapped.  Aylia flushed angrily.  “Does your father even know you’re here?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Aylia said, softly.  “He’s worried about the baby” – I would hardly have described a four-year-old as a baby, but I held my peace – “and my sister keeps distracting him from looking for her.  She wants all the attention from the reporters and everyone who’s come to visit and express their insincere sympathies…”
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said.  I held her eyes until she lowered them.  “Listen carefully.  The Faerie are not human, understand that.  The least of the Faerie is far less human than any vampire or werewolf – or a dragon, for that matter.  They come from a species that's so different from ours that the only reason we can imagine there are common factors is because magic translates their presence into something we can see, and convince ourselves that we understand.  That’s not what they are.  They don't have an ethical system that bears any resemblance to any human ethical system.  They don't see us as equals.  Understand that, if nothing else.  They have codes and strictures we can’t understand the point of, and they're lax in areas we can't imagine why they think they have the right to be.  When you look at a Faerie, you’re looking at a representation, not a real form.”
 
    
 
   I placed a hand under her chin and lifted her head so she was looking right at me.  “We’re going into their world, where we will have to abide by their rules,” I added.  “Think about going into another country, perhaps Japan or Iran, as a diplomat.  We are going to be facing powerful beings that are different!  They are not human, Aylia, and they don’t care about us.  If we make a single mistake, they will have us; understand?”
 
    
 
   She nodded, slowly.  “If I take you with me – if – you have to promise, now, to do exactly as I say at all times, without any hesitation.  You have to obey the rules at all times, whatever happens, whatever you see or hear…or think you see or hear.  They will be watching us at all times.  If we break their rules…”
 
    
 
   “I promise,” Aylia said.  She stepped back from me, breaking contact. “I will swear it by my name, if you so ask, but just take me with you.”
 
    
 
   I had to smile.  She was so…earnest.  I wondered if she felt uneasy at her offer; any magic-user who swears on their name had better not break that oath.  The consequences are unpleasant.  She was offering to bind herself to me so strongly that she would do anything I asked her to do.  I pushed the thought back and concentrated.  She had to understand what I was telling her.  
 
    
 
   “All right,” I said.  Wilkinson would throw a fit over my decision, but she had volunteered to come along.  “When we’re in the Mound, there are four rules that you must remember and follow at all times.  Do not eat or drink anything, no matter how hungry you become, unless they give it freely and without obligation.  In fact, do not eat anything without my permission.  Do not take anything they offer you, no matter what it is, unless that too is given freely and without obligation.  Don’t steal anything either, ever.  Do not leave the path, for anything, no matter what you see or hear.  And, finally, be extremely polite to everyone inside the Mound.  They will try to tempt you, or provoke you, just for their amusements.  If you fall into their traps, you will be theirs for a long time, perhaps forever.  No one, not even the combined force of every Guardian on the planet, will be able to force them to release you.”
 
    
 
   Aylia winced.  “If you want to remain here, I can leave you with the soldiers,” I concluded.  “If not, come on.  We’ve already wasted too much time.”
 
    
 
   I turned and walked towards the Mound.  After a moment, I heard her following me.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   There was something about the eyes. It wasn't the shape or the colour. There was no evil glint. But there was... ... a look. It was such a look that a microbe might encounter if it could see up from the bottom end of the microscope. It said: You are nothing. It said: You are flawed, you have no value. It said: You are animal. It said: Perhaps you may be a pet, or perhaps you may be a quarry. It said: And the choice is not yours.
 
   -Terry Pratchett
 
    
 
   The Mound was suddenly there, right in front of us.
 
    
 
   Mere words couldn’t describe it, as I had said, and I heard Aylia gasp as she finally saw a Mound in real life.  Whatever she’d learned from her father – and, if she had been able to follow me and cast an invisibility spell, she’d learned plenty – it would have been focused on human magic.  The wild magic ahead of us was something else, something so different that I wanted to flee, despite all my training.  I half-expected Aylia to refuse to go any further – I’ve seen brave men, who laugh in the face of danger, refuse to go close to a Mound – but she merely looked paler than normal.
 
    
 
   “It’s massive,” she breathed, and then she stopped.  I knew what she had seen and waited for her to try to put it into words.  “Guardian…how high is it?”
 
    
 
   “Good question,” I said, amused.  The Mound couldn’t be much higher than a small hill, but it seemed to rise endlessly into the sky.  It also seemed to be barely higher than my head.  I’ve seen people go mad, their minds unable to grasp the concept, staring at the Mounds.  The contradiction – the two heights couldn’t be both true – could only be explained by a single word.  Magic.  “Let’s just leave it that the Mound is far bigger on the inside than the outside, all right?”
 
    
 
   She nodded, shaking.  A moment later, I felt a small hand slip into mine.  “If you want to wait for me,” I said, not unkindly, “this is pretty much your last chance.  Once we enter the Mound, we’re committed.”
 
    
 
   “I won’t go back now,” Aylia said, firmly.  She looked up at the Mound’s towering immensity again.  “How do we get in?”
 
    
 
   “We walk,” I said, amused.  She hadn’t let go of my hand.  “Come on, then.”
 
    
 
   The Mound looked, at first, like a small hill, covered in grass and little else.  As we stepped forwards, I saw other things as well, hints and suggestions of half-seen nightmares crawling all over the little hill.  I felt Aylia tremble as more and more things shimmered into visibility, but there was no going back now.  I concentrated, closing down my magical senses for the duration.  The sheer level of magic inside the Mound would be enough to make my merely-human senses useless.  There were theories that the Faerie did that deliberately, as a defensive mechanism, but I didn’t believe them.  The Faerie have never shown any inclination to believe that we might be a threat to them.  Why would they even bother?
 
    
 
   And then we were standing on a grassy plain, a path below our feet.  I heard Aylia gasp as she saw what she was seeing – Faerie looks different to everyone – and smiled to myself.  I’d have bet good money that whatever her books had told her, she hadn’t even been remotely prepared for the reality.  There was no horizon, no sense of curvature in the ground; it was as if we were standing on a completely flat Earth.  The landscape of Faerie is mutable at the will of its inhabitants.  They could make it anything they wanted.  They could also have taken us right to the Queen, but instead they wanted to make us walk, just to remind us how lowly we were in their eyes.  I’d told Aylia to assume that there was nothing human about them, but considering them to be the worst kind of aristocrats – as in ‘the poor are poor because they have bad blood’ - wasn't too far wrong.  Hitler, compared to them, was little more than mildly maladjusted.
 
    
 
   I looked over at Aylia.  She looked more vital, more feminine, in the strange light.  “Don’t be too scared,” I said, calmly.  She was still holding my hand.  “What are you seeing?”
 
    
 
   “A beach,” she said, puzzled.  “Why is it a beach?”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea,” I said, truthfully.  There is a theory that states that Faerie’s appearance is determined by the viewer’s own mind.  “You’ll always be able to see the path, so remember…don’t walk off it, understand?”
 
    
 
   She nodded.  “Come on,” I said.  I didn’t want to spend too much time in Faerie.  It was a seductive environment and it only became more seductive the longer you spent in it.  “Remember the rules and you’ll be fine.”
 
    
 
   We walked down the path slowly, hand in hand.  There was no real sense of motion, even in my body.  It was as if I was merely imagining that we were walking, rather than actually moving.  The path seemed to go on forever – there was nothing, but grass around us – and it was hard to believe that we would ever find an end.  It was an eerie dreamlike state.  I kept tight hold of her hand, watching her carefully.  If she started to allow the landscape to hypnotise her we would be in deep shit.  Perversely, watching her so closely kept me focused myself, but I still had to fight off the effect.
 
    
 
   “Oh,” Aylia said, suddenly.  We had nearly walked right into the Faerie.  The landscape had changed suddenly around us without us noticing.  It was now a typical checkpoint, rather like the one outside the Mound, populated by four Faerie.  They were lower-caste Faerie, creatures barely more than a few steps above us, but they wouldn’t see it that way.  “Guardian, I…”
 
    
 
   She staggered and went down on one knee.  I reached out and held her as she shook against me.  Blood was pouring from her eyes and I hoped that it was just a metaphor.  In Faerie, nothing is what is seems and you can’t take anything for granted.  Aylia had seen the Faerie and her mind had tried to see them as they really were.  The effect had been shocking.  Mortal minds simply cannot perceive them and tried to do so can cause madness, or death.
 
    
 
   “It’s all right,” I said, as gently as I could.  She was whimpering quietly, one hand trying to rub her eyes.  I caught that hand and held it.  It would do her no good.  “It’s all right.  You’ll have time to recover.”
 
    
 
   The Faerie looked unmoving, but I was sure that they were doing their equivalent of pointing and laughing at her.  I ignored them for the moment, concentrating on Aylia.  “Don’t look at them directly,” I ordered, still holding her.  She felt weak and frail against my body.  “Look at them out of the corner of your eye and let them take on shape and form.  Don’t try to force them into your perceptions.  Let them do it for you.”
 
    
 
   She looked up slowly.  The blood had vanished and her eyes looked normal.  “They’re…they’re…”
 
    
 
   “It’s all right,” I repeated.  She stumbled, but with my help was able to stand up, even though she was leaning against me.  “Just take deep breathes and allow your mind to accept them.  You’re doing fine.”
 
    
 
   The lead Faerie stepped forward.  At first, he looked perfectly human, but as he came closer, it was easy to see that he was anything, but.  His face was birdlike, very sharp, very pale…and very cruel.  His ears were pointed, sticking up under a shock of dark unkempt hair, and he wore a suit of golden armour.  He was inhumanly perfect, but I didn’t dare look too closely.  I knew that if I tried the illusion would melt away and I’d be in the same boat as Aylia, left on the verge of collapse.  The remaining Faerie were just vague after-images.  I didn’t want to look at them at all.
 
    
 
   “Mortal creatures of flesh and blood, in our realm,” he said, as if he was addressing his fellows.  His bearing put me in mind of a typical street thug, attempting to undermine his prey through words, but no street thug had ever commanded such power.  He would kill us both if we put a foot wrong.  “Why are you polluting our realm with your filthy stench?”
 
    
 
   The sneer in his voice made my blood boil, but I pushed the reflex aside.  This was no place to get angry.  “Honoured Faerie,” I said, in a tone that sounded like I was brown-nosing the creature, “We have come to visit the Queen of all Faerie Kind.”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  The Queen of this particular Mound would not be the supreme ruler of all the Faerie, if such a position actually existed, but the Faerie are not very good at recognising such distinctions.  All of their Queens styled themselves, at least when facing us, as the supreme ruler.  It made dealing with them more confusing than it might otherwise have been.
 
    
 
   They didn’t understand us very well either, to be fair.  When the results of the last Presidential election were announced, the Faerie sent their compliments to the new President…congratulating him on having killed and eaten the last President in single combat.  Democracy means nothing to them and probably never will.  The higher you move up the Faerie chain of power, the more alien and distant the Faerie become.
 
    
 
   “The Queen has no time for you,” he said finally.  The sneer only grew louder, until it was all that I could hear.  “You may leave.”
 
    
 
   I kept my voice calm through an effort.  “The path leads right to the Queen,” I said, calmly.  “I believe that she has granted us permission to walk to her throne room.”
 
    
 
   He stepped aside, his body moving in a distantly snake-like pattern.  “The path leads you where it will,” he said.  “Follow it.”
 
    
 
   I felt his eyes watching us, even though the landscape was changing all around us.  Aylia made to speak, but I touched my lips, silently cursing the environment.  There was no way I could block them from spying on us, maybe even reading our minds, not here.  Using any magic spells I knew would be like trying to blow out a hurricane.  The best result I could hope for was nothing happening.  The worst…well, I didn’t want to know how the Faerie would react.
 
    
 
   “Keep calm,” I said, as the landscape shifted yet again.  It was an encouraging sign, in a way; we were walking further down into the Mound.  I forced myself to remember to keep accepting the Mound on its own terms.  If I thought about just where I was now, I might start gibbering inanely.  “We passed through the first hurdle and you did fine.”
 
    
 
   A snowstorm manifested out of nowhere and blew into our faces.  We huddled together and stumbled onwards, before it vanished just as quickly as it had appeared, without leaving a trace of its presence.  It was suddenly baking hot, then freezing cold, and then warm enough to make me sweat.  We saw animals in the distance; lions, tigers, bears and other creatures that only existed in song and story, if at all.  A unicorn looked at us with sad eyes, before it faded away into the distance, only to be replaced with a strange spider-like creature that lunged towards us before it too vanished.  I heard Aylia cry out and caught her before she stumbled off the path.
 
    
 
   There’s a school of thought that suggests that the Faerie are actually part of their world, as if they are one massive mass mind instead of hundreds of separate individuals, perhaps even a hive mind.  There’s another that suggests that they’re really a specialised insect colony, although one with magic instead of hard work, which I find a little more believable.  I have a feeling that if we knew the answers to some of our more persistent questions about the Faerie and their origins, we would rather wish we didn’t.  There are so many questions that no one has ever been able to get them to answer.  They might be refugees, fleeing a war against an unimaginable enemy, but they didn’t deign to discuss their biology with mere humans.
 
    
 
   I said a little of that to Aylia, giving her something else to concentrate upon apart from the increasingly hard journey.  No one is sure how all the different Faerie creatures are linked together, but some of us think that they’re all one race, one that takes on many different shapes.  Humans are almost identical, genetically-speaking, but the Faerie came in many forms.  Was there any relationship between the Faerie, the Elves, and the Pixies, or were they different races, or even young Faerie?  There was no way to know.
 
    
 
   The landscape steadied suddenly, revealing a massive banqueting hall.  It seemed to stretch on for miles, decorated in a fashion I could only describe as tasteless, with gold, silver and rare gems everywhere.  I had to remind myself – again – that it came out of my mind and that taking it for granted would be lethal.  Everywhere I looked, there were Faerie, eating and drinking to their heart’s content.  They were singing and dancing, waving massive mugs of beer or mead in the air; somehow I wasn't surprised to see that the path led right through the banqueting hall.  Younger – I though they were younger – Faerie served their seniors, carrying them trays of raw meat and replenishing their mugs.  I noticed, scattered here and there among the crowd, a handful of humans.  They looked physically fine, but their eyes told the real story; they were trapped, pets at best.  If the hippies outside had seen the prisoners, the unlucky few who had made it into the Mound, they would have fled in horror.
 
    
 
   I looked away, only to be confronted by a waitress going past with a gigantic bowl of fried chicken and chips.  My stomach growled and demanded that I take some to eat, but I fought it down as hard as I could.  The waitress waited, an odd smile on her dainty face, until I turned away.  I saw her final expression out of the corner of my eye.  It was a mixture of contempt and rage, so inhuman that it startled me out of my growing complacency.  The danger was only growing stronger as more and more Faerie made their play for our souls.
 
    
 
   Another waiter was offering Aylia a bowl of vegetarian food and she was reaching out for it.  I pinched her, not gently, on the arm and she started in shock, then realised what she had almost done.  The horror in her face helped keep me rooted; she’d been seeing something different, perhaps even something more seductive.  Faerie had nearly caught and trapped her, despite all my warnings.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I said, holding her arm.  I had an insane flashback to watching one of my comrades get married, when his father-in-law had marched the bride down to the alter.  The music in the hall – I had only just become aware of it – switched to the bridal march.  It was all I could do to walk down the path, between two tables laden with every kind of conceivable foodstuffs, but we had no choice.  Remaining where we were would have meant failure when we had to sleep.
 
    
 
   The hall seemed endless; the offers barely less so.  All kinds of Faerie appeared in front of us, offering everything from food to stranger services.  One of them held out a compass like I’d used to find Drak Bibliophile, back in Norway, offering it to me.  I shook my head politely, not trusting myself to speak, and he shrugged like a street salesman.  Others held up magic wands of great age and power, or books holding long-forgotten secrets, but we declined them all.  The Faerie Code was simple.  Any gift, unless it was specifically made freely and without obligation, placed the recipient under an obligation to the giver.  We could have offered them something in exchange, but we had nothing of equal value, unless the gift was worthless.  Knowing the Faerie, that was quite possible.
 
    
 
   “A charm to make you the fairest girl in all the land,” a Faerie said, to Aylia.  I watched her carefully as he held up a jewel that sparkled with its own uncanny life.  I recognised it from tales; it was – or seemed to be – the famed Beauty Stone.  I knew how it worked; it would do as the Faerie promised, but at the cost of draining the wearer’s life away.  “Take it, freely and without obligation.”
 
    
 
   I lifted my eyebrows, surprised.  The Faerie Code was inflexible.  Aylia could take it without penalty, which probably suggested that it actually was real, but…
 
    
 
   “No, thank you,” she said, clearly.
 
    
 
   “Take it,” I said, quickly.  She gave me a surprised glance, puzzled.  I had been so insistent on not taking anything from the Mound.  “You deserve something from this trip.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t explain the real reason, not inside the Mound.  If the Beauty Stone was real, it could be locked away in one of the vaults, rather than left with the Faerie for one of them to inflict later on some poor fool.  Aylia took the Stone and placed it into her pocket, rather than wearing it.  Perhaps she sensed the reason, or perhaps she was just a little terrified.  It would be a wise emotion to feel inside the Mound.
 
    
 
   Everything shifted again, suddenly, and then we were in the Throne Room.  The Faerie had tired of their game and decided to move us along, and out.  I wanted to take a breath and relax, but there was no time.  Her presence hit us like a sledgehammer.
 
    
 
   We were facing a Faerie Queen.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   This is my home, Azazel; my place of power. This is the Heart of the Dreaming. Reality here conforms to my wishes; it is what I wish it to be-- no more, no less. 
 
   Dream, The Sandman
 
    
 
   She was magnificent.
 
    
 
   She was terrible.
 
    
 
   It was all I could do to force myself to remain where I was and not throw myself at her feet, screaming that I was not worthy and begging for her forgiveness for having thought that I could somehow face her, even as a gross inferior.  Her appearance wasn't really physical, far more so than the other Faerie; she was every woman I had ever wanted, all rolled up into one.  She was the centre of her private universe, the centre of the Mound…and everything else paled besides her.  I saw only a flickering series of impressions, rather than any single glance at her body…and I had to look away.  She was too terrible for a mere human to look upon.
 
    
 
   I concentrated, trying to force my mind to see her in a manner that wouldn’t be so discomfiting.  It barely worked, yet finally the Queen sat in front of me, looking like a cross between Elizabeth I and a wilful teenage girl.  She was naked, yet there was nothing vulnerable about her, no hint of discomfort in her pose; her body, naturally, was inhumanly perfect, without even the slightest flaw to mar her beauty.  She looked far more human than any of the other Faerie I’d met, apart from the pointed ears, but her eyes were very different.  They were as black as the night and seemed to be staring at me, judging me.  I was barely within their notice.  Whatever the Queen looked like, in reality, she was very far from human and the wrong word would be fatal.  Would Aylia, I wondered, look something like her if she wore the Beauty Stone?
 
    
 
   The thought reminded me about Aylia’s presence.  The Queen was so overpowering that she had driven all other thoughts out of my mind.  I had to force myself to look away from her and look at Aylia, only to see her prostrating herself on the ground.  The sheer presence of the Queen had overwhelmed her and all she could do was kneel in worship.  Her face was transfixed by a mixture of religious awe and primal fear, without even a hint of her formidable intelligence.  I could have lifted her dress and taken her from behind and she wouldn’t even have noticed.  The Queen had become her whole universe.
 
    
 
   It won’t last, I had to remind myself.  It wasn't the first time I had faced a Queen, but Aylia had never seen one before, let alone any of the other Faerie.  Dragons, werewolves and vampires didn’t prepare a person for the ultimate personification of magic.  She would recover, in time, and the Faerie Code would prohibit them taking any advantage of her – they saw little amusement in forcing someone to break the rules and give themselves to the Faerie, not when they could be tricked instead – but until then we were dangerously vulnerable.  Whatever loyalties Aylia had once had, to her father or even to me, would fade under the Queen’s power.
 
    
 
   I went down on one kneel and lowered my eyes.  It was almost a relief.  My mind might have decided to give the Queen a less-overpowering appearance, but she was still formidable.  It was like having a sing echoing in your ears a long time after the music had stopped playing, a permanent reminder of something just beyond the edge of perception.  If there were any other Faerie in the Throne Room, I couldn’t see or hear them.  The Queen occupied all my attention.  She outshone them like the sun outshines the moon.
 
    
 
   The Queen didn’t speak aloud.  Her voice echoed in my head.  The Faerie Court protocols, as far as we knew, insisted that the Queen had to notice us, even if we had to wait for hours before she spoke.  It was humiliating as hell, intended to remind us of our place in her universe, but there was no choice.  Outside, on Earth, cold iron could harm – maybe even kill – the lesser Faerie, but inside a Mound, the Queen was almost omnipotent.  It was a mystery how such beings could even be threatened by their subjects, let alone overthrown, but then, the Faerie Code even detailed the proper and acceptable way to commit treason.  There were researchers who believed that the Faerie, being effectively immortal, had created such codes just to allow some degree of danger in their lives.
 
    
 
   “We welcome you to Our Court under the Hill,” she said, the words echoing around in my head.  Her mental voice was at once both sweet and utterly implacable.  She gave the impression that whatever we had to say could not possibly be of any interest to her and she was merely speaking to herself, or perhaps to her Court.  Oddly, the realisation strengthened me.  I’d had teachers like that back at college, the really bad ones who had tolerated no dissent or independent thinking.  “We regret that some of Our lesser subjects attempted to bring you into our Court and wish to inform you that those lesser subjects will face due penalty for their offence.”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  I knew better than to take what she said at face value, although her attitude to her ‘lesser subjects’ hinted at why the Faerie were so bloody-minded all the time.  She wasn't angry at the lesser Faerie for trying to ensnare us, but for failing in the attempt.  Had they succeeded, we would have seen a far less kind side of the Queen.  It might have been the last thing we ever saw as humans.  Some unlucky people who wandered into a Mound had been changed and warped beyond all recognition by the Faerie, becoming monsters and outcasts, even from their society.  I’d once met a man who had had no visible skin.  He’d had the skin removed by the Faerie and had spells woven into the remains of his body, giving him immortality of a sort.  He’d wanted me to kill him, but I’d failed; the Faerie refused to let him die.  He might have escaped into our world, but he was still their toy.
 
    
 
   “It is always a pleasure to hear news from Our lesser domains,” the Queen continued, after a pause that could have been hours long.  Space and time don’t work quite right inside a Mound.  As long as we didn’t eat or drink anything they gave us – unless it was given freely and without obligation – we would leave the Mound bare seconds after we entered it.  “It is good to know that your people still pay homage to Us and worship us, even over the will of the creatures you created out of the ether to replace Us.  We are pleased.”
 
    
 
   She paused again, leaving me to unravel that proclamation.  The Queen was making a speech, but for what?  Was it intended for her subjects, or was it intended for us?  Somehow, I doubted that it was all intended for us; the Faerie just don’t see us as equals, but as creatures so inferior to them that there was no point in even humouring our pretensions.  The Queen’s beauty didn’t detract from her speech.  Somehow, it made it far worse.  What did she mean by worship?  The hippies who gathered outside every Mound, called by a call that only they could hear, or something far worse?
 
    
 
   “And so We are pleased to grant you audience,” the Queen said, finally.  She spoke with the air of a parent congratulating a child on finally doing something simple, as if she were humouring us because it pleased her to humour us.  The worst of the slave-owners in the South could not have matched her.  “You may stand before Us and plead your case.”
 
    
 
   I remained on one knee, despite her permission and glanced nervously at Aylia.  The Queen had let her go – or perhaps she had broken free herself, or perhaps the Queen wanted her to feel that she had won – and she was sitting back, trembling.  Her dress was soaked in sweat and there was a wild look in her eyes, as if she had run a long way with a rapist or axe murderer right behind her.  I wanted to take her in my arms and hold her, promising that everything would be fine, but I didn’t quite dare.  The Faerie might take offence if I showed any concern for Aylia, or anyone other than the Queen.
 
    
 
   Oddly, Aylia looked far less…feminine compared to the Queen.  She still looked the same, even though tears were pouring down her cheeks, but she seemed to be almost a puppet, or a clay golem, rather than a real girl.  I had heard of the effect, but I had never seen it before; the Queen outshone anyone else in the room.  There had been people, even a pair of Guardians, who have fallen in love with Queens and who could no longer find satisfaction in the arms of merely human women.  The stories sounded awfully romantic at first, but they ended badly, often with suicide.  Why do humans, I wondered, so often love their tormentors?
 
    
 
   “Your Majesty,” I began.  “Greatest Ruler of All, Most Excellent and Wise Mistress of All You Survey…”
 
    
 
   I went on like that for quite some time.  One of the first things we had discovered about the Faerie was that it was impossible to over-flatter them.  They demanded respect from those they considered lesser and it was hard to give them enough.  I described the Queen’s beauty and virtues in increasingly florid hyperbole before finally moving to the meat of the matter.  It wasn't just to flatter the Queen, if she could really be flattered by mere humans, but to give Aylia a chance to recover.  I needed her thinking straight before she did something that trapped her in Faerie for life.
 
    
 
   “A child has been taken from our world, Your Majesty,” I said, finally.  My mouth felt slightly dirty, but then I’d been talking bullshit for what felt like hours.  I pushed that thought down rapidly.  Contempt, even mental contempt, could distract me and eventually lead to my death or imprisonment in Faerie.  “We have come before you to seek the child’s return.”
 
    
 
   The Queen said nothing.  She just gazed at me.  Her gaze transfixed me, as if I were a butterfly pinned to a card, as if she was staring into my body and mind and counting all the molecules in my flesh and blood.  For all I knew, the Queen could do just that.  Her expression was inscrutable, but I held my peace.  The Faerie protocol dictated that it was now the Queen’s turn to speak.  She might have been trying to lure me into speaking first, and therefore committing an offence, or perhaps she really was thinking about it.  I wouldn’t have bet on the latter.
 
    
 
   “We have heard your words,” the Queen said finally, with an expression that suggested that she had heard it all before and it had bored her the first time.  She probably had.  I wasn't the first Guardian to go into a Faerie Mound and plead the case of a missing child.  We didn’t know just how Faerie politics worked, but we knew that this Queen was high in their hierarchy.  If she decided that Cecelia was to be returned, she would be returned.  If…
 
    
 
   The Queen turned her face towards Aylia.  Aylia didn’t quite get back on her hands and knees and grovel, but for a moment, she looked as if she would very much like to surrender her will to the Queen.  I felt a flicker of pride as she remained in her place, barely looking at the Queen, even though it was her first time in a Mound.  I wouldn’t have blamed her for collapsing under the weight of the Queen’s regard.
 
    
 
   I was right, I thought, with a small amount of amusement.  She does have Guardian potential.
 
    
 
   “And you have been given the Stone of Eternal Beauty,” the Queen said, her voice suddenly flat and expressionless. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.  Her face had become a smiling mask.  “Do you feel that you are worthy of the stone?”
 
    
 
   Aylia’s voice was calm, but I could hear the stress underneath.  “I do not feel worthy to wear it,” she said.  Her voice almost broke as the Queen seemed to loom closer.  I prayed silently that she wouldn’t try to trade it for her sister.  The Faerie Code stipulated that any trade had to be between items of equal value and they weren't equal.  Overpaying was just as insulting as underpaying.  “I may never wear it in my life.”
 
    
 
   The Queen – oddly – seemed satisfied with that answer.  I didn’t understand why.  Was it possible, I wondered, that the Queen was jealous?  She might have appeared as the most beautiful woman in all of existence, but might even she had some insecurities?  Or, perhaps, did she want the Beauty Stone for herself?  What would it do for a Faerie Queen?
 
    
 
   I pushed that thought aside as well, quickly.  The Queen didn’t look human and ascribing human motives to her might prove – at best – futile.  We were far closer to the dragons, despite their strange nature…and dragons, in any case, didn’t play with their food.  Their warning, I felt, had been honestly meant, even if it had been enigmatic.  The Faerie would pull the wings off flies just to watch them suffer.
 
    
 
   “A wise answer,” the Queen said, finally.  There was an undeniable mental impression of her patting Aylia on the head.  “What brings you to Our Court?”
 
    
 
   Aylia composed herself before speaking.  “Your Majesty, some of your people have taken my sister from my house,” she said.  “We have come to plead for her return, unharmed.”
 
    
 
   “We harm no creatures,” the Queen said, flatly.  From her point of view, it was even true; they didn’t see it as harm.  They might have taken Cecilia as an experimental subject, or as company for one of the Faerie Ladies, or maybe even to raise her to help them to rule the Faerie Courts.  There were odd stories, never confirmed, that some of the Faerie rulers were actually human.  The Faerie might have loved the pageantry of Royal Courts, but they disliked the hard work of governance.  I didn’t believe the stories, although I would have liked to think that humans could end up ruling the Faerie; there was nothing human in the entity facing me.
 
    
 
   But then, no Queen ever admitted the existence of other Queens, or even other Mounds.  The Mound might as well be a completely independent political entity, as far as they would admit to any mere human, but they did have a hierarchy of sorts.  It was just a subject upon which they would never be drawn.  They also wouldn’t talk about the Forsaken – to hear them talk, you’d think that they were back home, not in exile – or God.   It was just another mystery surrounding the strange and dangerous creatures.
 
    
 
   Aylia let out a tiny gasp.  “Your Majesty,” she said, “please will you return her unchanged?”
 
    
 
   The Queen seemed – although she didn’t move – to sit back and stroke her chin.  Her expression kept changing, but as we watched, it seemed to settle – finally – on a very cruel face.  I had thought that the guards we had encountered just inside the Mound had looked cruel, but this was worse.  I knew – somehow - that she was contemplating giving Aylia what she wanted, in the certain knowledge that it would be the best way to hurt her and her family.  What did Vincent Faye and his billions mean to the Faerie?
 
    
 
   “We could answer your question,” the Queen said finally.  Her face flickered again, becoming cunning and even contemplative.  “What would you do for us in exchange?”
 
    
 
   I knew what was about to happen a second before it did, but I was helpless to intervene.  “Anything,” Aylia said, quickly.  “Just return my sister…”
 
    
 
   The world shifted around us and we were standing in a small sealed chamber.  “I’ve fucked up,” she said, before I could say anything.  The Queen had banished us until she was ready to make her demand.  “Glass, I’m sorry, but if they give me back my sister…”
 
    
 
   “That wasn’t what she offered,” I snapped, harshly.  The Faerie would keep any bargain they made; in fact, they would insist on keeping it, even if we no longer wanted them to keep it.  If they had offered Cecilia’s safe return in exchange for whatever the Queen wanted, they would have been bound to return her, whatever happened to us.  “They promised to answer your question, remember?”
 
    
 
   I ignored the look of horror that passed across her face and started to pace the room.  I didn’t know what the Queen might want, but I doubted that it would be anything as simple – or safe – as cleaning out the entire Mound.  We were completely in her power and, thanks to Aylia, she had a claim on us.  It wasn't a complete claim – we weren’t her puppets – but she could have her fun with us before completing her side of the bargain.  She hadn’t even said when she would complete her side of the bargain.  She could keep Aylia in suspense for years.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” Aylia said, finally.  “I didn’t mean to…”
 
    
 
   “Never mind,” I said, pushing down the rage that threatened to overwhelm me.  The only reason the Faerie hadn’t moved at once to demanding something else in exchange was that they wanted us to tear each other apart first.  It would only provide them more amusement for their sick games.  “Just concentrate on remaining alive in this place, understand?”
 
    
 
   A moment later, the world shifted around us again and we were somewhere else.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   
  
 

Hail Caesar!  We who are about to die salute you!
 
   -Roman Gladiators, before engaging in combat
 
    
 
   I was standing on a sandy floor, surrounded by a stone stadium.  It took me a moment to place it and when I did, I almost smiled.  The Faerie had taken it right out of my early childhood memories of reading Asterix comic books.  It was a Roman arena, populated by thousands of Roman citizens, but when I looked at them my eyes slid over them and refused to focus.  The Faerie had turned out in force to watch the event.  I looked around, trying to find Aylia, but there was no sign of her.  She could be anywhere.
 
    
 
   A cold gust of wind blew across the arena, stirring the sand slightly before it settled back down to the ground, sending a chill running down my back.  I looked down at myself and swore inwardly.  I was dressed as a barbarian hero from one of the old storybooks, complete with a total lack of anything reassembling actual protection.  It was hard for me to be sure, but I think I was He-Man, with pretty much everything I had on display.  He-Man and the others of his kind could wear their armour because they had nothing to be ashamed of about their bodies, but I didn’t like it at all.  My six-pack might not have become a keg – well, not yet – but I wasn't suited to the armour.  The spectators gave vent to a mixture of cheers and boos, some of them cheering me, others cheering the thought of seeing an imprudent human being rendered down to paste.  Whatever they wanted me to fight, I decided, they’d better give me a weapon.  I seemed to be without anything to actually fight with…
 
    
 
   I looked back at the lower ranks of spectators and scowled as their lines seemed to expand endlessly into the distance.  It was impossible to know for sure, but it looked as if the entire population of the Mound had turned out for the show, either because they wanted to see it or because the Queen had summoned them to attend.  The main body of spectators were clearly Faerie – I concentrated on not looking too closely at them, not when the presence of so many could bring nausea and death – but there were also humans, their eyes dull and lifeless, and hundreds of other creatures.  I saw a centaur standing next to a troll, both of them staring at me with unreadable expressions, while a werewolf lay down beside them.  I couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked as if they were prisoners too, deep within the Mound.  The Faerie cared so little for other life forms that it was quite possible.
 
    
 
   A shadow fell over the arena and I looked up as something drifted past high overhead.  At first, I thought it was a dragon, and then I saw the bird-like mouth and furry flanks. The griffin settled down at one end of the arena, watching me with unblinking beady eyes, and then gave me a very clear wink.  Griffins are more sociable than dragons, at least when it comes to their own kind, but they prefer to stay away from humanity.  I didn’t blame them.  There are all kinds of things an unprincipled wizard could do with griffin skin.  There were even people who used it as a very expensive carpet.  A moment later, a second darker shadow fell over me…and I saw a massive bat-like creature.  It reminded me more of the Faerie than the dragons; the more I looked into it, the less I was actually sure.  It was a giant black shadow of a bat, little else.  I couldn’t see any eyes, but I was sure that it was looking at me, watching and waiting.  I half-wished that a dragon had come – dragons, at least, didn’t hate humanity just for being human – but there was no sign of one.  That didn’t mean that they weren't present.
 
    
 
   Trumpets blew and the Royal Box was suddenly there.  It was right in front of me, but the magic in the arena was so warped that I was sure that it was right in front of everyone else as well.  The Queen was showing off her power and control.  Not to me, not to a mere human, but to the rest of her Court.  The show she was providing for them might have its amusements, but that wasn't the real point.  She wanted to show them all that she was in control.
 
    
 
   The Faerie instantly prostrated themselves before her.  I went down on one kneel, concealing my smile with an effort.  Watching them humbling themselves, even before one of their own, was amusing and surprisingly gratifying.  I averted my eyes from the Queen, even though she wasn’t trying to overpower me with her presence, and saw Aylia sitting next to the Queen in the Royal Box.  She looked sick, as if she was going to throw up at any moment, and caught my eyes.  The Queen hadn’t stripped her, but somehow she looked naked…and helpless.
 
    
 
   “MY PEOPLE,” the Queen boomed.  There was something overwhelmingly powerful in her voice.  She meant what she said with no degree of irony.  They were hers, in a very personal way, until she was overthrown, somehow.  I couldn’t understand how a halfway competent Queen could be overthrown, but there was so much about the Faerie that we didn’t know.  “WE HAVE BEFORE US THE HUMAN WHO WILL RID US OF THE…”
 
    
 
   My mind winced.  She’d said a word that sounded like glass shattering.  I stumbled and almost fell, despite my best efforts.  Showing weakness in the arena would be fatal.  I didn’t believe that the Queen wanted me to rid her of something, either.  What could be in the Mound and yet be unaffected by her power?  A live dragon?  We didn’t even know if the dragons would be affected by the Faerie…but then, I had been warned to look to the children of magic.  Might it have meant the Faerie instead of Vincent Faye’s children?
 
    
 
   “HE STANDS NOW BEFORE US,” the Queen said, in a voice like thunder.  “GIVE HIM DUE HONOUR, BY ROYAL COMMAND!”
 
    
 
   The Faerie rose and applauded, loudly.  It wasn't for me.  The Faerie Queen was taking the opportunity to humiliate her subjects by forcing them to applaud for a mere human.  I could sense the tangled waves of resentment and submission washing across the arena, the flickers of rage and anger at what she was doing to them, yet they had no choice, but to obey.
 
    
 
   “AND NOW,” the Queen said, “SHOULD WE GIVE HIM A WEAPON?”
 
    
 
   She was looking at Aylia as she spoke.  I could barely hear her voice under the sheer pressure of the Queen’s presence, but I saw her nod.  The Queen gave her a smile that seemed to imply that she’d just made a second mistake, but instead of snatching her up and carrying her off to her lair, she held up…something in her hand and threw it to me.
 
    
 
   “GIVEN FREELY AND WITHOUT OBLIGATION,” the Queen informed us.  I caught the weapon perfectly.  “PERPARE YOURSELF TO FACE YOUR FOE!”
 
    
 
   The weapon was vague in my hand.  It was as if I was holding a snake, one that was constantly changing its form.  Even looking at it was hard; it didn’t seem to have a single fixed appearance, but a multitude of possible forms.  It went from a stick to a sword, to a scimitar, to a dagger, and then back to a staff.  I felt a touch of awe as I held it, concentrating as best as I could; we’d heard tales about supernatural weapons.  If the Queen had meant what she had said, it was mine…and it could kill Faerie.
 
    
 
   I held it and concentrated until it became a sword.  I knew better than to take my mind off it; the sword would quite happily shift form if I allowed it to change.  I suspected that it was as much a reflection of the bearer’s will and intent as anything else, but I had no time to practice.  There had to be a way to lock it in one form, but what?  It was more of a liability, at the moment, than anything else.
 
    
 
   An elf at the far end of the arena moved towards a pair of massive doors.  He wasn't perfect, unlike the other Faerie; he moved as if he had been badly wounded, his features cut up by something that had locked the wounds into his magical form.  There was no way to know what his story actually was, but I found that I liked him on sight.  His wounds reminded me of the scars covering my own body.  His limps finally led him to the doors and he touched them.  They opened at once.  A moment later, he flew in the air and was snapped in half by…something.
 
    
 
   Shit, I thought.  There was nothing there – nothing I could see – but something had killed the elf.  I looked at the falling parts of his body, seeing hints that the elf had been sliced in half rather than bitten in two – nothing seemed to have been eaten – but it was so hard to tell for sure.  The elf was bleeding golden drops of blood.  As I watched, the remains of his body faded and vanished.  Had I just seen an elf die?
 
    
 
   The invisible creature advanced with great heavy footsteps.  I could hear the sounds of something much bigger than me breathing steadily, without hurry, but I couldn’t see anything.  It wasn't like seeing one of the Faerie, with my perceptions unable to comprehend what I was really seeing, but something else, something strange and unearthly.  I caught a whiff of its breath and recoiled.  It smelt as if it had been eating raw meat and drinking blood…and, knowing the Faerie, perhaps it had.  Whatever they had sent against me, it would be powerful…
 
    
 
   But not unbeatable; it wouldn’t be unbeatable.  The Faerie Code was clear on that point, as we understood it.  The Queen could – and probably had – stack the deck as much as she liked, but there had to be a chance to win.  They’d given me a weapon that could kill magical creatures, but it was useless without something to strike at, wasn't it?  I felt something moving and leapt backwards, just before something lashed just past my nose.  If I had stayed there for a moment longer, I would have been ripped apart.  It would probably have torn my trenchcoat.  Score one for the He-Man outfit.
 
    
 
   I lashed back with the sword, but felt no connection, no hint that I’d hit something.  There was a strange sound, almost like a child trying to be angry, and then it took another swing at me.  This time, it was so close that I felt the heat of its body on my skin.  It was toying with me, I realised, and felt a hot flare of anger.  Just because I couldn’t use my magic didn’t make me helpless.  I concentrated on the weapon, made it become a spear, and lunged forward.  It didn’t touch anything, as far as I could tell, but the sound of something hitting the ground suggested that it, too, had leapt backwards.  Perhaps it would take me more seriously in future, or perhaps it would just move now to finish me off.  It wasn't just a fight, but a puzzle, one I had to solve.  What was the damned creature’s weakness?
 
    
 
   The weapon seemed to shift in my hand as my thoughts drifted away from it and I smiled.  I wasn't dependent on the weapon being a weapon, was I?  It was limited only by my imagination.  I thought of Green Lantern, a modern legend, and smiled again.  I had the answer.  I moved backwards as the area shifted around me.  It wasn't as if I was in a real arena.  No matter how much I ran, there would always be space to run into…and there would be no escape.  I concentrated as I moved, focusing on the weapon, and it became a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles.  I ignored their appearance – it had come out of my mind, somehow – and pushed them into my nose.  The creature was right in front of me.
 
    
 
   My first thought was that I was looking at a troll, and then I saw the light of intelligence, however dim and faded, in its eyes.  It was a shambling parody of humankind, but where the troll I’d seen in Norway had been born to be a troll, this one knew what it had once been.  It was taller than me, but it walked with a hunch, reaching out for me with massive hands that had become claws.  I don’t know how, but I knew that the creature had once been human…and the Faerie had turned it into a monster.  They’d taken a living breathing human being, warped him in their playing grounds and then used him as an entertainment.  Invisible, it was a formidable threat; visible, I could deal with it.
 
    
 
   I wanted to talk to it, to try to reach the human under the warped flesh and bone, but somehow I was sure that it would be futile.  The eyes showed nothing, but bloodlust and madness.  The Faerie would have ensured that their pet no longer had any loyalties to humanity before they unleashed it, but it hardly mattered.  He was their pet, bound to obey them in all regards, no matter what they asked him to do.  He had probably eaten their food.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, and lunged forward.  Now I could see the creature clearly – I forced myself to stop thinking of it as human – I could avoid it…until it turned at lightning speed and cracked a backhander right into my arm.  The pain made me scream aloud – the Faerie hooted and catcalled – as my arm bone broke down into powder.  It felt as if I had cracked a few ribs as well.  The damn creature was stronger than anything else I’d fought hand to hand, perhaps even stronger than a vampire!   I ran through a set of healing exercises, using them to focus my mind even though there wasn't any magic to heal me, and felt some relief.  I had to end it quickly.
 
    
 
   The creature howled and reached for me.  I moved as quickly as I could and slammed a punch right into its throat.  It felt as if I had punched a brick wall!  The creature howled again and staggered back, but I felt worse, as if I had broken several fingers, perhaps even my wrist!  I barely noticed the pain against the other pains, but I was nearly helpless.  My other arm was completely useless.  The Faerie were on their feet now, leaning forward to catch the moment when their creature tore my head right off, and I cursed them under my breath.  It was all I could do to remain conscious.  I looked up into the blue sky surrounding the arena and blinked.  Was that Drak Bibliophile – or another dragon – hanging high in the air?
 
    
 
   I watched the creature shamble forward, one hand reaching forward for my neck, and I brought up both legs and kicked it as hard as I could in the groin.  It screamed – the first truly human response I’d seen from it – and fell over backwards.  I wanted to remain on the ground myself, but it wouldn’t take it long to recover from that blow, not if I knew the Faerie and how they warped their slaves.  It took more effort than I would have believed I could put forward, but somehow I managed to crawl over to the creature, lying on the ground, and place my knee on its throat, pressing down with all my weight.  There was an instant when its eyes were very human, silently thankful, and then its throat was crushed under my weight.  A second later, I collapsed on top of its body.
 
    
 
   It wanted to die, I thought, vaguely.  It had been bloody enough to satisfy the Ancient Romans – and perhaps even the Faerie – but the creature had left itself open for me.  It had wanted me to kill it, to free it from its torment…it was so hard to think, but I was certain that that had been what had happened.  I hadn’t won fairly at all.  I wondered, through the pain, if that would delight the Faerie.  They had probably enjoyed watching its torment as much as they had enjoyed the fight itself.
 
    
 
   “Drink this,” a Faerie said.  It was holding out a small goblet.  I recoiled until it – her – said the magic words.  She didn’t even seem to be trying to trick me.  “It is given freely and without obligation.”
 
    
 
   I sipped it and felt magic ripping through my body as it knitted itself back together.  It hurt, but in a vague disconnected manner, as if it were happening to someone else.  When I next looked up, the arena was gone and we were back in the Throne Room.  It seemed somehow lesser somehow; the Queen, sitting on her throne, seemed far less imposing.  She looked almost…intimidated.  There were no other Faerie in the Throne Room, as if she had chosen to exclude them all from the meeting.  What could intimidate a Faerie Queen?  A dragon?
 
    
 
   I shook my head.  I had to be imagining it.
 
    
 
   “You may ask Us your question,” the Queen said, when I pulled myself to my feet.  It felt as if I had never been injured.  There weren't even phantom pains running through my body.  “What do you wish to know from Us?  Ask and We shall answer.”
 
    
 
   Aylia stepped forward.  “Your Majesty,” she said, “do the Faerie have my sister?”
 
    
 
   The Queen answered at once.  “No.”
 
    
 
   A moment later, we were both lying outside the Mound.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The great question…which I have not been able to answer, despite my thirty years of research into the feminine soul, is `What does a woman want?' 
 
   -Sigmund Freud
 
    
 
   For a long moment, we just lay there on the ground.
 
    
 
   I was reeling inside, feeling dizzy.  The Mound had been a whole different world.  My eyes hurt with a dull ache that faded, slowly, as I concentrated on a set of healing mantras.  The whole experience was already taking on a faded quality, as if it had been something I dreamed, perhaps after an overdose of hallucinogenic drugs.  There are people who claim that using drugs gives them an insight into Faerie and the other realms away from Earth, but none of them have managed to bring back anything useful, despite considerable effort.  The only good side is that drug use is much reduced.  These days, drug addicts see real nightmares in their minds.
 
    
 
   “My dress,” Aylia said, suddenly.  I had barely been aware of her.  “My dress is clean!”
 
    
 
   I had to laugh, although it came out as more of a cough.  She sounded as if she had just discovered her father, her mother and two lovers in a foursome.  “My clothes are clean too,” I said, dryly.  My body, where I should have been scarred after the battle with the warped human, wasn’t even sore.  It was something that puzzled a lot of us after we discovered it; what happens in Faerie stays in Faerie.  We don’t know why.  The inhabitants have the power to clean us up and heal us, but why would they bother?  “In fact, they’re too clean.”
 
    
 
   My coat had been stained with werewolf blood.  It wasn't any longer.  For some reason, that bothered me.
 
    
 
   “I was sick when you were wounded,” Aylia said, refusing to let it go so easily.  “I threw up on my dress.  The…the Queen laughed.  She thought it was funny!  What happened to it all?”  She frowned.  “Was any of that real?”
 
    
 
   I shrugged and picked myself up, looking in the direction of the Mound.  We lay about a kilometre from its brooding presence, but I could still feel it in the distance.  Mannington was as still and silent as ever, but I could see strange energies flickering over it, invisible creatures perched in the houses, sleeping during the day.  I hadn’t even realised that I was still carrying the Faerie device – it was more than just a weapon – and I pulled the spectacles off my nose.  They twisted as I removed them and became a very short rod, about the size of a pen.  I pocketed it thoughtfully and turned back to Aylia.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know for sure,” I admitted.  “The relationship between their world and ours is complex.  Just be grateful that you’re clean and dry and not walking around in a disgusting condition.”
 
    
 
   Her mind went elsewhere.  “They said they didn’t have her,” she said.  “Where they lying or what?”
 
    
 
   I held up a hand, shushing her quickly.  The Faerie are a prideful race and demand respect from those they think of as inferior to them.  Personally, I think it’s a form of inferiority complex, perhaps developed after their encounter with the Forsaken, but it always seemed to be part of their nature.  Insulting them so close to the Mound could have unpleasant repercussions.  It was one of the reasons why the soldiers had been on the verge of breaking apart as a unit, or farmers were fleeing the land; they had to constantly watch what they were saying.  Soldiers often develop insulting names for their enemies, but these enemies could hear them and strike them down, regardless of the distance between them.  Out in the countryside, the human race was going neurotic.  They were pushing us into a respectful frame of mind.
 
    
 
   “Leave it for now,” I said, shortly.  “We have to leave this place before dark.”
 
    
 
   I glanced at my watch as we started to walk back down towards the checkpoint.  It was a mechanical watch – they seem to work better near strong concentrations of magic – but time and space went a little strange inside the Mound.  It still seemed like a dream, but it felt as if it had gone on for years, even though my watch suggested that it had barely been ten minutes.  I knew better than to rely on it completely.  It had been in the Mound as well and might have been affected as well.  If it went dark, we would be in the open, exposed to every magical predator out there.  No one would open a door to invite us in.
 
    
 
   The checkpoint loomed up ahead of us and I allowed myself a sigh of relief.  I didn’t know if it had been the device burning a hole in my pocket, or just a result of the supercharged magic in the Mound, but I had been far too aware of every lurking danger in the surrounding town and countryside.  It occurred to me that we might not know just how far the supernatural had already blurred into our world, colonising us without us being truly aware of the danger.  What we had known was devastating enough.  I didn’t even want to think about how much worse it could be.  Even if the Faerie vanished tomorrow, the world would be forever changed.
 
    
 
   But it had been like this once before.  The Faerie themselves might look like images they pulled out of our minds, when they could be bothered to make allowances for mere humans, but the other supernatural creatures didn’t have that ability.  They resembled creatures from myths and legends because they were creatures from myths and legends; at one point in the past, the human race had known them all.  The stories had become garbled in the telling, but they contained nuggets of truth.  It was possible that it was a natural process, as normal as the tides or the moon orbiting the Earth, but no one would know for sure.  Perhaps we were tiny creatures in a pool, devastated when a passing fisherman steps in the pool for a single moment, uncaring of the results of his passage.
 
    
 
   “Hi, sir,” one of the soldiers called.  They looked much less threatening from this side, even though two of them were staring at Aylia, wondering how she’d appeared.  She would have slipped past them under her invisibility spell, although she probably didn’t know how lucky she’d been.  Very few magic-users considered the possibility of motion sensors and night scopes.  “Did you bring her out of Faerie?”
 
    
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” I said.  I had already decided not to explain her presence if I could get away with it.  It would only have upset people.  The CO would demand strict new measures for the security checkpoints and would be completely unable to enforce any of them.  On the other hand, if Aylia had sweet-talked one of the soldiers into allowing her through, the poor bastard would deserve the chewing out of his life.  “How long was I in there?”
 
    
 
   The Sergeant glanced down at his notebook.  “You passed through two hours ago, sir,” he said.  I nodded in approval, checking my watch.  It was only ten minutes late, which suggested that we had only been in the Mound, relatively speaking, for that long.  I corrected it before doing anything else.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said.  “Anything to report?”
 
    
 
   “Just some of the hippies came up to the gate an hour ago and tried to talk us into letting them though,” the Sergeant said.  “We refused them, of course, and they fucked off – if you’ll pardon my French, madam.”
 
    
 
   Aylia said nothing.  I think she was a little uncomfortable.  “Excellent work, Sergeant,” I said, approvingly.  “Thank you for everything.”
 
    
 
   We walked off down the road.  If Aylia hadn’t been with me, I would have found somewhere out of sight and teleported back home, or into the Circle.  As it was, I led her further down the road until we encountered a small café that catered to the soldiers from the nearby base.  It was almost unpopulated – the NO TREE-HUGGERS, HIPPIES, DOGS OR COMMUNISTS sign might have had something to do with it – and we had no problem getting a table.  I ordered a milkshake – I’m something of a chocolate slut and I felt I deserved a treat – while Aylia ordered a glass of soda pop.  It was almost a relief to see that she had some normal tastes.  I found myself wondering, absently, if she had a boyfriend, or if her sister was the sole boy-lover in her family.
 
    
 
   “So,” Aylia said, after we’d taken a few sips.  She’d eyed my milkshake with disbelief when it arrived.  She probably felt that it was undignified.  I didn’t care about my dignity.  You can’t in the Guardians.  “Were they telling the truth?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “The Faerie Code is strict on that point.  They have to give us their side of the bargain and we – you – bargained for an answer to a question.  It wouldn’t have made them return her, if they had had her, but their answer would have been truthful.  The Faerie don’t have your sister, Aylia.”
 
    
 
   She stared at me.  “But…there are other Mounds,” she protested.  “It might be another group of Faerie, or maybe even renegade Faerie…”
 
    
 
   “The Queen would know everything that happened in her domain,” I said.  “There are actually no renegade Faerie as we understand the term.  She’s their sovereign Queen as long as she remains in her position and nothing is hidden from her.  As for other groups of Faerie…”
 
    
 
   I took another sip of my milkshake.  It was very chocolaty and very cold.  “There are other Mounds, but the one we just visited is the senior Mound, their regional capital – as we understand it,” I continued.  “Even if they’d taken her to another Mound, the Queen would have known about it and…well, you phrased the question to encompass all the Faerie.  She had to answer you truthfully, after all.  The Faerie don’t have her at all.
 
    
 
   “Oh, even if we had had a different answer, we would have still had to ransom her back somehow, but at least we would have known what had happened to her.  This way…we’re still in the dark.”
 
    
 
   The thought didn’t sit well with me.  I had gone haring off to the Faerie Mound because Felincia’s ghost had suggested that it had been the Faerie who had killed her and taken the child.  There were limits to necromancy, however, and while Felincia would have been bound to speak truthfully, she would have only been able to report what she had seen.  If someone had wrapped their body in a seeming, she would only have seen the seeming, not the figure under the illusion.  If it hadn’t been the Faerie, then who…?
 
    
 
   And then there were the wards.  Breaking them down would be possible, but I couldn’t see how anyone could slip through them without being noticed.  The Faerie would have the ability to do that, if someone invited them into the house, but they were now off the suspects list.  That left the suspect list blank.
 
    
 
   I said as much to Aylia as we finished our drinks.  “My family does have other enemies,” she said.  I had been thinking along the same lines, although I doubted that any merely-human magic would have been able to slip through the wards.  It almost had to be an inside job, yet anyone who could have done it would have known that they would be questioned under a truth spell.  “Why don’t we look at them next?”
 
    
 
   “We?”  I asked.  I looked her in the eye.  “I’m going to send you back home.”
 
    
 
   “No,” Aylia said, just as flatly, but there was a pleading note in her voice.  “You can’t send me back home.”
 
    
 
   I narrowed my eyes.  “Why not?”  I asked.  “Look, you’re clever and intelligent, but you don’t have the knowledge or experience to survive in my world, not yet.  You put both of us in dreadful danger in that Mound.  You’re damn lucky that the Faerie were in a good mood today.  I’d love to have your company” – that was actually true – “but I cannot justify taking you along with me.”
 
    
 
   “I’m seventeen years old,” Aylia protested.  At least she didn’t raise her voice.  “I have a background as an experienced practical magician and researcher…”
 
    
 
   “Human magic,” I pointed out.  One of the problems we faced was that it was difficult to grade a person’s ability.  There was no grand school of magic, no standards that anyone could use to prove that a person was capable of doing a particular spell, which created another law-enforcement problem.  Who could prove that a mind-controlling rapist was actually a mind-controller?  “You’re not prepared for any other kind of magic.  You have no background in actually going out and using your magic…”
 
    
 
   “My father wouldn’t let me,” Aylia said.  “He’s always held me back and showered my sister with love and attention.  He doesn’t believe how powerful I am. I had to learn most of my magic from his books, once I had picked my way through his security spells, and he still doesn’t want to teach me anything formally.”
 
    
 
   She leaned forward.  “And he wouldn’t go after Cecelia,” she added.  “I told him that I was going to find her myself and that I wouldn’t return until then.  I can’t go back home!”
 
    
 
   I studied her for a long moment.  If she had sworn a magical oath not to return home without her sister, she couldn’t return home, but I wasn't sure that I believed her.  Very few magicians would know how to swear such an oath properly – although she could have worked out the technique if she had the background she claimed – and it was possible that her father had actually sent her after me to keep an eye on me - and my search for his daughter.  If she was telling the truth…the last thing I needed was an untrained amateur blundering around and upsetting people.
 
    
 
   “That was a very stupid thing to do,” I said, finally.  “You should know to watch your words carefully when magic is involved.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Aylia said.  I felt a twinge of sympathy.  I’d rebelled against my parents too, although not so completely.  I wasn't sure I believed that her father had held her back.  Looking at Aylia, it was obvious that she had rare potential.  Even if she didn’t become a Guardian, she would definitely become a senior figure in the magical world, assuming that someone didn’t kill her first.  “It was just…I was just so angry.”
 
    
 
   “I hope you watch that as well,” I said.  I looked at her and smiled to myself.  If she’d cut herself off from her house, where would she go?  I didn’t want to leave a young girl on the streets, even though – depending on the exact wording of the oath – she might be able to visit one of her family’s other properties, or stay with friends.  “So…”
 
    
 
   I considered it.  If she were telling the truth, having her along would be useful, if not vital.  If she was lying and her father had sent her after me, it would be better to have her somewhere I could see her, rather than somewhere I couldn’t.  It would also allow me a chance to evaluate her properly for Guardian training.  Wilkinson would go ballistic, of course, but it was definitely within my remit to take an expert along if I felt the need.  She was definitely an expert on her family.
 
    
 
   She smiled as she saw my expression.  “Well?”
 
    
 
   “Listen carefully,” I said, firmly.  “By rights, if I can’t send you back to your home, I should take you somewhere safe and leave you in protective custody.  You’re an inexperienced girl out here – and, worse, you don’t really understand that you are inexperienced.  You have plenty of raw power, but any two-bit spell-caster is going to tie you up in knots and end up draining all your power for his own use.  It would be quite easy.  I could do it easily.”
 
    
 
   I allowed a moment for that to sink in and pressed on.  “If you come with me, you have to agree to do exactly as I tell you at all times,” I continued.  “I don’t have time to constantly explain myself and haggle over every last detail.  You tell me when you have an insight, or an idea, but you listen to me.  I don’t want you ending up dead on my watch.  My boss would never forgive me.”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Aylia said.
 
    
 
   She would have said more, but I pressed on.  “If you don’t do as I say, I’m going to have to send you into the Iron Cells until the case is concluded, whatever the outcome,” I warned her.  “Don’t play games with me.  I’m not one of your servants or slaves.  Treat me fairly and I will treat you the same.  Otherwise…you’re gone.”
 
    
 
   “I will,” Aylia said.  “You won’t regret this.”
 
    
 
   “I already do,” I replied.  “Come on.  Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   I put a handful of coins on the table to cover the cost of the drinks and took her hand, triggering the teleport spell with my mind.  I had to hold her as we teleported, or the wards surrounding my house wouldn’t have allowed her to enter unharmed.  She didn’t struggle, but looked around with interest as soon as we materialised, perhaps wondering where we were.
 
    
 
   “This is my house,” I said.  Varsha came out of a side door and looked at us both oddly.  “Varsha, can you find Aylia some food and set up a bedroom for her?  I’m going to have to make a phone call.”
 
    
 
   I was tempted to stay and watch the girls fight it out, but I’d put reporting in off too long.  Wilkinson was definitely not going to be pleased.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the answer.
 
   -Sherlock Holmes
 
    
 
   “You have who with you?”
 
    
 
   Wilkinson sounded utterly stunned.  I didn’t blame him.  I had briefly detailed the outcome of the visit to the Mound – I saw no reason to burden him with exact details – and ended up explaining that I’d brought Aylia home with me.  It said something about how important the entire situation was that I hadn’t had to spend time arguing with Mrs Pringle first, but he hadn’t been prepared for that.  Vincent Faye’s tame politicians were probably leaning on him.
 
    
 
   “His daughter, sir,” I said, carefully.  “She is, apparently, cut off from the rest of the family.”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t heard anything about that from Faye himself,” Wilkinson said, equally carefully.  He’d recovered from his surprise and was pressing onwards gamely.  “Glass, is that really wise?  If we lose another of his daughters on our watch, I don’t think he’ll be happy.”
 
    
 
   “My instincts tell me that having her along might be a good idea,” I said.  I don’t have much truck with the more sensitive sides of magic – which some people dispute even exist – but I do believe in following my instincts.  Wilkinson, who lacked magic himself – apart from the wards we’d woven around him when he took on the job – didn’t have that advantage.  There were times when I pitied him.  It was like having the sheep be in charge of watching the wolves.  “Besides, we can’t leave her out on the streets, can we?”
 
    
 
   It wasn't a fair point, but Wilkinson didn’t seem disposed to argue.  “Never mind that,” he said, finally.  “There have been developments.  Political developments.”
 
    
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “How many Congressmen and Senators does Vincent have in his pocket this time?”
 
    
 
   “It isn’t just him,” Wilkinson said.  He paused.  “You know that magic, particularly magic-users who aren’t under governmental jurisdiction, is a major pain in Congress’s ass.”  I remembered the truth spell someone had cast on Congress and nodded, although he couldn’t see me.  “There are suggestions that Congress might pass legislation requiring all magic-users to register and be drafted into government service.”
 
    
 
   I frowned.  Most magic-users would make terrible soldiers.  My own time in the Army wasn't something I remembered with much fondness; it had really been a familiarisation tour alongside some of the Army mages.  It hadn’t been a bad experience, but it had been boring, and some of the glances I had had from soldiers had bothered me.  They hadn’t liked me or my kind.
 
    
 
   “Is it going to pass?”  I asked, finally.  “I can’t see us managed to round them all up for registering, even if Congress give us a blank check…”
 
    
 
   “I hope not,” Wilkinson said, slowly.  “I’ve been discussing the matter with the President and the Oversight Committee, but there is a lot of support for stronger measures from the public.  They’re sick of being affected by magical creatures driving them off their land, or getting caught up in the middle of magical battles, or…you name it, they’re sick of it.  The man in the street would like nothing more than to out all the magic-users under some kind of control.”
 
    
 
   “It won’t work,” I said.  I didn’t even want to think about the possibilities for disaster.  There were thousands of magic-users, of varying strengths, in America, and perhaps millions in the entire world.  Most of them had very little affection for the government; hell, most of them hated the government.  There were dozens of different reasons – some felt the government picked on them, others were merely nasty bastards – but, so far, they’d never got organised as a unit.  If they did, they would prove formidable enemies.  “All we’d do is drive it all underground.”
 
    
 
   “I know that,” Wilkinson snapped.  “I’ve been explaining that to every Congressman and their aide who has passed through my office, but most of them aren’t listening.  There’s a whole alliance forming up in Congress, demanding that we do something about the spread of supernatural forces and creatures, and they may manage to force some legislation through.  Finding Faye’s brat and saving her could be the thing that tips the balance over to our side.”
 
    
 
   I nodded.  That explained a lot.  Vincent Faye’s success had been in commercialising magic, but even he hadn’t been able to bring magic into everyone’s life.  Magical tools – I remembered the Faerie device, something else I hadn’t mentioned to Wilkinson, and smiled – tended to be hard to produce.  Most of them had to be made by the magical equivalent of skilled craftsmen, who could command considerable wages, just by having a talent they’d honed and developed.  They couldn’t be mass-produced and no one, even Faye, had been able to figure out a way to lower the prices.  The craftsmen would demand their pay or they’d take their services elsewhere.
 
    
 
   And so the common people on the street rarely saw any of the benefits of magic, such as they were.  They rarely saw healing spells or healers, or teleporting and glamour charms, but they always saw the downside.  They saw the creatures that lurked in the shadows, the monsters that hunted and preyed on a helpless humanity, immune to all conventional weapons and the ever-present Faerie Mounds.  They saw a country slowly coming apart at the seams, while a handful of people with the talents were benefiting and causing havoc.  No wonder they were pressing for stronger measures, even if there was no way to make them work; they saw no other alternative.
 
    
 
   “I’m still working on finding her,” I said, firmly.  “What about my other cases?”
 
    
 
   “Drop them all,” Wilkinson said.  “If you can send the details to Mrs Pringle, she’ll have them farmed out to the other Guardians and they’ll pick up the slack.  The Faye case is your sole priority until you find her or confirm her death.  If the Faerie don’t have her, Glass, she must be in our world.  Find her!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir,” I said.  Wilkinson meant well, after all.  “I think I need your permission for something.  I want to approach a Sensitive.”
 
    
 
   Wilkinson swore.  “That would have political implications as well,” he said, flatly.  He knew which one I intended to visit, all right.  “Do you think that it’s absolutely necessary?”
 
    
 
   “I’m very much afraid so,” I said, as calmly as I could.  I should have expected that reaction.  There were factions in Congress who would make a mountain out of a molehill when a Guardian visited this particular Sensitive.  “If it wasn't the Faerie who took the girl, sir, there aren’t many others who would have wanted to take her and also had the ability to do so.  Now that we’ve tried necromancy – and we can’t try to summon the girl’s bodyguard again to answer more questions – we’re running short of other options.”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  “I never heard about it,” Wilkinson said, finally, “but if you have to go, then go.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir,” I said, relieved.  It might have been better, however, if he’d forbidden it and I’d disobeyed his order.  There were more implications than I cared to think about.  “Before I go catch some sleep, sir, has there been any report from the forensic team that visited the scene of the crime?”
 
    
 
   “The Team Leader tells me that you owe her dinner for all the blood they had to clean up,” Wilkinson said.  I chuckled to myself.  Didi and I had left the room in a terrible state when I’d gone off to confront the Faerie.  “They went through that room with a fine-toothed comb and only found one odd point.  There were parts of the room that were covered in Pixie Dust.”
 
    
 
   I frowned.  Modern-day forensic teams were a mixture of science and magic, combining techniques that Sherlock Holmes would have invented with spells and magical tools that came out of fantasy novels.  Actually, I believed that most of them had been developed after some theorist had read a fantasy novel and started to develop the ideas in real life.  If they had found only Pixie Dust…
 
    
 
   “There were no other traces of the attackers?”  I asked.  “No DNA or any other residues?”
 
    
 
   “They couldn’t find any,” Wilkinson said.  “I’ll forward the report to your computer, but all they could find was Pixie Dust…they can’t use that to fool a necromancer, can they?”
 
    
 
   “Not as far as I know,” I said.  It was quite possible that someone had found a new use for Pixie Dust, but all it was normally good for was a magical ingredient in a number of different potions and dust-packs.  It was also illegal, given that it came from dried Pixies, tiny humanoid fairies with wings.  They were a protected species and hunting them was illegal.  They weren't dangerous, although they were definitely supernatural, and they were cute.  They showed Congress a handful of photos of the tiny creatures and Congress couldn’t move fast enough to ban hunting them.  “I’ll look into that as well.”
 
    
 
   “It could have come from Faye himself,” Wilkinson added.  “There’s another complication right there.”
 
    
 
   “I suppose,” I said.  If Faye had had Pixie Dust, we’d never be able to condemn him on that ground alone, not with his connections.  There were plenty of corporate interests who would gladly back him – possessing it isn’t proof that he actually produced it – and with his friends in Congress, it wouldn’t even come to trial.  There were plenty of illegal drugs labs who might have produced it.  I’d have to give some thought to the matter.  “How often do you want me to report in?”
 
    
 
   “Only if you have solved the case or if you need political support,” Wilkinson said.  “I don’t want to be constantly peeking over your shoulder on this one, Glass.”
 
    
 
   He meant he wanted to be able to cut me loose, so that the wrath of Congress would fall on me, rather than the Circle itself.  I couldn’t blame him for that, much.  Part of me wanted to hate him for it.
 
    
 
   I cut the phone line and smiled.  This would all be a great deal simpler without politics attached.  Wilkinson hadn’t said the half of it, but the supernatural had been pressing on America so hard that there was a deep public revulsion building up, a demand for action.  Would they demand war against the Faerie?  If we tried to attack them, as the Russians had found out, the result would be disastrous, but how long could the country remain intact with the supernatural affecting every walk of life?
 
    
 
   My computer pinged and I opened the email inbox, skimming through the forensic report.  The team had been very through and had noted – apart from all the blood – traces suggesting that all of the Faye family had been in the room recently, apart from Alassa.  It didn’t prove anything.  If Cecilia had been the baby of the family, they might have all been in her room, without any criminal motives.  The servants hadn’t been into her room so often, I was surprised to read; the only non-family person who’d been in there constantly had been Felincia.  And she was definitely dead.  The ghost had proved that it had been her body I’d seen.
 
    
 
   I leaned back in my chair and tried to think.  I was tired, but I didn’t want to go to sleep, not yet.  The criminal mind had been exercised by the appearance of magic and had grown adept at working out ways to limit the use of magic by law enforcement agents.  It was possible to evade a truth spell, under the right circumstances; it was even possible to kill someone without being seen, or tricking them into believing that they had seen someone else.  All magic had limits, after all, even if the limits were sometimes counterintuitive.  If someone had managed to slip through the wards, it wouldn’t be hard to convince Felincia that she was seeing Faerie, rather than human beings.  A simple illusion spell should suffice.
 
    
 
   But how had they broken through the wards?
 
    
 
   I sighed, rubbed my eyes, and stood up.  I hadn’t sensed any problems anywhere in the house, but I wanted to know how Varsha and Aylia were getting along before I did anything else, such as going to bed.  People were probably going to talk about me having two teenage girls in my house at one time, but I was too tired to care.  Let them think what they liked.  The media probably wouldn’t notice.  The lawsuits for using magic to pry into a person’s residence had cost them colossal damages…and, in any case, the house was warded.  They couldn’t see in.
 
    
 
   “And I know how to cast Merlin’s Whisper,” Aylia was saying, as I walked in.  The two girls were sitting at the smaller table, facing each other…and apparently having a one-upmanship competition.  It sounded friendly, so I relaxed slightly.  “Can you do that?”
 
    
 
   “I can do the Dance of Shiva,” Varsha replied, equally challengingly.  “It’s dangerous to do it too far from the hills of India, but I can perform it…”
 
    
 
   “It’s good to see that the two of you are getting along,” I said, before that discussion could go any further.  The Thugs had tried to teach Varsha some of their most dangerous magic tricks.  I had hoped that she would never have to use any of them again in her life.  The Dance of Shiva summoned an aspect of the Death-Goddess herself and always had to be paid for with a human life, the more willing the better.  “There are some issues I have to discuss with you both, so…”
 
    
 
   I smiled as they both sat upright.  They made an odd contest, but they seemed to fit together in some nebulous pattern.  Varsha was dark and surprisingly tall, Aylia was pale, but the same height, with longer brown hair.  She might have to cut it down a lot when – if – she went in for Guardian training.  The supernatural creatures, given a moment of inattention, were known to try to grab someone by the hair.  I knew from personal experience that it was painful.
 
    
 
   “Aylia and I are off to New York tomorrow,” I said, before either of them could ask questions.  “Get a good night’s sleep.  We don’t want to walk into New York tired and cross.”
 
    
 
   “New York?”  Aylia said, puzzled.  “What’s in New York?”
 
    
 
   “Someone I want to meet and have a few words with,” I said.  I wasn't playing with her mind.  I just didn’t want her to know where we were going, just in case she was a spy.  I hadn’t discussed her Guardian potential with Wilkinson for just that reason.  He would be so delighted at the thought of a new Guardian that he'd overlook the possible dangers.  “I trust that you are still interested in coming with me?”
 
    
 
   I had wondered if she would insist on a new outfit, but she just nodded.  It seemed that she wore that brown dress most of the time.  It made a change, I suspected, from her sister.  The forensic report had noted that half of the clothes in Cecilia’s bedroom were Alassa’s and had probably been stored there because her room was too full of other clothes.  I found that unbelievable.  Someone with Vincent’s connections should be able to get wardrobes with pocket dimensions that rendered them far larger on the inside than the outside, unless he was unwilling to risk using them.  It wasn't an uncommon fear.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” she said, finally.  I had doubted that she would want to remain a virtual prisoner in the house.  “What are we going to see there?”
 
    
 
   “You could always go see the Stoned Philosophers,” Varsha suggested.  There was a mischievous grin on her face.  “You would look good as one of them.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps not,” I suggested.  New York might have been the capital of American magic, insofar as anywhere deserved that term, but there were places that even I wouldn’t want to visit without major support from the rest of the Guardians and perhaps the Army Mages as well.  There were places where the writ of the Mayor and the NYPD barely ran.  The Stoned Philosophers were dangerous, although it might be worth looking in at them afterwards.  “Anyway, you need to get some sleep.  I’ll have to ask you to remain in your room all night, though.  This is not a safe house.”
 
    
 
   Aylia nodded once.  I was mildly impressed.  A house belonging to a magic-user could have all kinds of dangers, including some that wouldn’t be in plain sight to anyone, apart from the owner.  I’d help take apart a house’s protections once the owner had died and it had taken weeks.  It was technically illegal to create wards that would last longer than the caster’s death, but it was a law that was impossible to enforce.  I had wondered if Aylia would argue, but she seemed to know just how dangerous the house could be.  The wards would react harshly if she tried to enter any of my secure rooms.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I said, and led her upstairs.  The guest bedroom was larger than my own – I don’t need a large room, or endless luxuries – but I would have bet good money that it was smaller than Aylia’s own back home.  It had a small washroom attached to it and Varsha, I saw, had loaned her a nightgown.  “Have a good night’s sleep and I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
    
 
   She closed the door behind her and I headed onwards to my own room, checking and soothing the wards as I did so.  Varsha waved at me as she went into her own room – I doubted she would be going to sleep at once; it was more likely that she would be watching television or surfing the Internet – and I waved back before slipping into my own room.  I didn’t bother to undress.  I just hit the sheets and closed my eyes.
 
    
 
   I went to sleep with a final thought preying on my mind.  The population of the United States was around 305,719,000.  A tenth of them, more or less, had some magical abilities, although most of them weren't that significant.  There were exactly thirty-three Guardians in the United States…
 
    
 
   And had that really been Drak Bibliophile we had seen in Faerie?
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   There are two methods, or means, and only two, whereby man's needs and desires can be satisfied. One is the production and exchange of wealth; this is the economic means. The other is the uncompensated appropriation of wealth produced by others; this is the political means. 
 
   -Albert Jay Nock
 
    
 
   “There’s something I forgot to ask you,” Aylia said, the morning afterwards.  “What should I do with this?”
 
    
 
   She held up what looked like a heavy silver egg on a thin golden chain.  It took me a moment to recognise it as the Beauty Stone and I only recognised it through the faint, but powerful aura of magic surrounding it.  In Faerie, it had been a beacon in the night, even hidden in her pockets.  In the mundane world, it looked surprisingly…well, mundane.  The more I looked at it, however, the more I could sense the unfolding layers of power built into the stone.  It wasn’t quite what it appeared to be, but then, the same could be said for the pen I’d carefully placed within my pocket.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said.  I may have looked as if it was an absent issue, but I was watching her carefully.  “Do you want to wear it?”
 
    
 
   She gave me a reproving look.  “I was under the impression that such things come to master us if we give them the chance,” she said.  I had to smile at her tone, even though she was right.  It was surprisingly effective at commanding attention.  She would have made a great teacher.  “I don’t want to wear it and…”
 
    
 
   Her voice broke.  “It was speaking to me in the night,” she added.  “It was telling me that I could wear it and I’d be the fairest in the land, leaving every other girl in the shade, and that kings and princes would compete for my hand in marriage.  I don’t know…would kings and princes want to marry me?”
 
    
 
   “Not once they knew you,” I said, deadpan.  She scowled at me, although it was clear that vanity wasn't one of her weaknesses.  “On the other hand, there have been plenty of people who made their living out of good looks and charm.  Princess Diana, for example, or perhaps that movie drag queen who caused that scandal with the Saudi ambassador.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want it and I do want it,” Aylia said, ignoring my sally.  “What should I do with it?”
 
    
 
   “It’s yours,” I said.  “Technically speaking, it’s a Faerie Gift and taking it from you would be a serious offence.  If you want my advice, however, you’d put it in a lockbox, secure it with the strongest locking charms you know, and leave it there.  It’s just too dangerous to wear it in public.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps I should,” Aylia agreed.  She returned it to her pocket and took a seat at the table.  “So, when are we leaving?”
 
    
 
   “Once we’ve had breakfast,” I said.  I hadn’t missed the fact that she was still carrying the stone with her.  That might come back to haunt her later.  “So, what would you like to eat?”
 
    
 
   An hour later, we said our goodbyes to Varsha and stepped onto the teleport pad.  Aylia studied it with interest and finally pronounced that it was a standard pentacle, dressed up a little to confuse the unwary.  I was impressed.  There weren't many magic-users who would have deduced that particular trick, even though it was a Guardian concept.  It kept people confused as to just how powerful we actually were, something that helped keep them in their place.  The last thing we wanted or needed was a major confrontation with other magic-users.
 
    
 
   “Remember,” I said, as I prepared to begin the spell, “do as I say at all times.”
 
    
 
   “I will,” Aylia promised.  “You still haven’t told me who we’re going to see.”
 
    
 
   I smiled and said the spell out loud.  That was generally considered a tactical mistake by experienced magic-users – someone casting a spell aloud gives the enemy plenty of advance warning – but it didn’t matter in my house.  There was a flash of light, a long sensation of falling…and then we were in New York.  I retched – most people felt queasy when using a long-range teleport spell, particularly when there was more than one person along – and staggered, before catching myself.  Aylia looked just as uneasy, but managed to avoid being sick.  I guessed that she actually had experience of using transportation magic from a very early age.  She would have been around four when the magic started to arrive.  It bothered me that our young children would be growing up and finding the supernatural natural.  Doffing the hat to the Faerie would become second nature to them.
 
    
 
   “Ouch,” Aylia said, finally, rubbing her chest.  I tried not to notice the way it made her breasts heave.  “That never gets any easier.”
 
    
 
   “No, it doesn’t,” I agreed.  “How does your father make money from transportation pendants if that’s the effect?”
 
    
 
   “There’s also a slight sedative spell worked in with the transportation magic and a very strong disclaimer,” Aylia admitted.  I rolled my eyes.  It illustrated perfectly why Vincent Faye was so important.  It wasn't just a magic-user, but someone who figured out new and powerful combinations of magic.  “Even so, it isn’t a strong-selling line, despite the many benefits.  The airlines don’t have that much to worry about from transportation spells.”
 
    
 
   I nodded.  It was the old problem of supply never meeting demand.  I doubted that Faye’s researchers could produce more than a handful of such pendants a year, and there would be a very long waiting list.  Half of them were taken by the Government and generally given to the Special Forces – although I believed that the President had one that he was supposed to use to jump right out of trouble – and the remainder were priced in the millions.  I’d heard Wilkinson complaining about the price before, but it hadn’t really registered.  I didn’t need a pendant to teleport.
 
    
 
   “Welcome to New York,” I said, standing up and rubbing my back.  The aches and pains were rapidly fading, even without the use of healing magic.  The aftershocks from teleporting never lasted long.  “New York, New York, so good they named it New York.”
 
    
 
   Aylia rolled her eyes.  “All right,” she said.  “We’re in New York and, I assume, we’re going to visit somewhere magical.  Where are we going?”
 
    
 
   I grinned at her.  “Guess.”
 
    
 
   “Somewhere magical in New York,” Aylia repeated.  She shook her head slowly.  I didn’t blame her.  There were hundreds of places in New York that fitted that description.  “Central Park?  Somewhere along Broadway?  The Magical Mile?”
 
    
 
   “Close enough,” I said.  I reached for her hand and took it.  “Let’s go for a walk, shall we?”
 
    
 
   New York is known, and not without reason, as the capital of American magic.  There are thousands of magic-users – and hundreds of frauds – in the city, something the Mayor tolerates because it brings in millions of dollars worth of tourist revenue.  It’s also a very dangerous situation.  Apart from the usual magical creatures that come out at night, there are greater concentrations of magic-users in one spot than anywhere else – with the possible exception of India – in New York and sometimes they fight, with ordinary citizens being caught up in the crossfire.  The NYPD can’t exercise anything, but a vague oversight role, so we have a full-time Guardian assigned to the city.  It’s still barely enough to keep the lid on the stew pot.  New York might still be a massive tourist trap, but the permanent population has been steadily falling for years.  No one wants to spend too much time so close to magic without defences.
 
    
 
   I winced as we passed another group of tourists.  They looked to be Japanese, waving the latest digital cameras around everywhere as they walked towards Central Park.  It used to be populated by drug dealers, muggers, rapists and axe murderers, according to my grandma, but then the magical creatures moved in and slaughtered them all, or at least those who didn’t run fast enough.  A year later, reality quaked and a Faerie Mound appeared in the heart of New York.  It was a very odd Faerie Mound.  The others could be entered, or left, but this one seemed to be completely sealed.  We hadn’t even been able to ask the other Faerie about it.  They didn’t even admit the possibility of other Courts.  The tourists would probably not see the elves human imagination painted in the woods.  They’d be lucky if they saw anything, but the Mound itself.
 
    
 
   “The Magical Mile,” I announced, as we reached one end of the road.  God alone knew what it had been called before the magic arrived, but now it was packed with magic-users, all showing their wares for the tourists.  It was a mixture of fairy-tale bazaar and bustling tourist trap, with hundreds of sellers trying to convince people to buy their magic potions and thousands of magical cults trying to recruit new members.  There were teachers promising to make some gullible fool a fully-qualified wizard in less than a year of very expensive courses, artists showing off their wares and witches promising curses and hexes on the enemy of your choice.  “Let the buyer beware.”
 
    
 
   Aylia was looking around with fascinated interest.  “Is all of this stuff real?”  She asked.  “My father would never bring any of us here.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t blame him,” I said.  The table advertising love potions and instant cures would have attracted both of his daughters.  I ran my senses over it and muttered a curse under my breath.  There were spells woven into the potion that would do more than just make someone fall in love for a short period of time; the effect would be, to all intents and purposes, near-permanent.  It would certainly require a lot of very expensive effort to fix.  Love potions are considered illegal, but there is a vast underground market involved in producing and distributing them.  “Some of it is real, some of it is not…”
 
    
 
   I made a note of the seller’s name – the assumed magic name, but it would still be possible to use it to trace her – for the Guardian who was supposed to be overseeing New York and led Aylia further down the road.  I was dismayed to see a magical zoo a little further onwards, with a man claiming that he had captured all of the creatures personally.  Some of them might have looked dangerous – there was a creature that was a cross between a hedgehog and a cat – but I knew that most of them were harmless.  The handful of Pixies floating in a cage barely large enough for a very small bird were even charming.  They were definitely a big hit with the tourist crowd, even though looking at them has always made me feel vaguely dirty.  They were very tiny naked women, perfect in every detail, apart from the gossamer wings that held them aloof.  It seemed hard to believe that people hunted them for the dust that could be made from their bodies, but there were people who would hunt anything these days, even dragons.  At least most of the hunters who tried to go after dragons ended up never coming home.
 
    
 
   “Poor things,” Aylia said, catching the eye of one of the little creatures.  Why can’t…what the hell is that?”
 
    
 
   I followed her pointing finger.  There was a…creature sitting in a pool of shadow on one of the tables.  There was no cage, but one wasn't necessary.  If it had stepped out of the shadow, it would be dead within a heartbeat.  It looked like a tiny grey child, the ugliest child in the world, but it was very far from human.  I had seen some of the Imps before; they were inhumanly strong, despite their size, and hated humanity with a passion.  A handful had somehow been invited into homes and had promptly started to torment the inhabitants, who were unable to defend themselves.  Shooting the damned creatures wouldn’t do more than irritate them…and, in any case, they moved so quickly that they couldn’t be hit easily.  Cold Iron hurt them, at least, and it could used to stop them, but it was far from easy.  They were clever little bastards.  The only saving grace was that they couldn’t come out in the sunlight, so they ruled the night instead.  God help anyone who fell into their clutches during the night.
 
    
 
   It seemed to sense us looking at it and yawned at us, revealing a mouth that had hundreds of jaggy teeth, a thoroughly disgusting sight.  The crowd made noises of appreciation, but no one seemed to want to go near it.  I couldn’t blame them.  The Imp wasn't perfectly restrained and would quite happily disembowel anyone who got too close.  I stared at the showman and made a mental note to see to it that another Guardian had a few words with him about his menagerie.  Just by bringing the Imp here, he was exposing the crowds to hideous danger.
 
    
 
   We passed a large temple belonging to the Druids of the Sacred Grove – a group that believes that their teachings show the only path to true understanding, a fairly common delusion – and walked onwards.  A handful of Druids were performing fairly simply magic tricks with a patch of ground they’d turned into a garden, but only the tourists were watching.  It wasn't that complex a trick.  A group of their rivals from the Bloody Path to Enlightenment were jeering at the Druids and throwing fireballs towards them, hoping to set their robes on fire.  The Druids were doing nothing, on the surface, but I couldn’t help noticing that none of the fireballs went anywhere near a Druid.
 
    
 
   “Stay back,” I said.  In a mundane world, I could have arrested the fireball-throwers, but they’d be out of jail within the hour.  The tourists loved them.  As we proceeded to the next temple, it was easy to see why.  It was filled with naked men and women performing penances.  They were on their knees, bent over in prostration, and the acolytes were whipping them into submission.  There was nothing holding them there, but their own desire for punishment, a desire that the Bloody Path to Enlightenment was more than happy to satisfy.  The handful of real magic-users at the core of the organisation used the emotions released as a power supply.
 
    
 
   Aylia looked honestly shocked.  I doubted that she’d seen anything like it before.  I hadn’t seen anything like it myself, outside of a handful of extreme pornographic movies I’d downloaded when I’d been bored and rather jaded.  Those actresses had been paid to scream on cue, but the men and women in the temple meant every bit of their penance.  At least, I decided, there was no devaluation of sin here.  A hundred Hail Mary prayers wouldn’t have had quite the same effect.
 
    
 
   “Religious freedom,” I said, when she asked.  There had been lawsuits by concerned family members, and other religious groups, but the Bloody Path to Enlightenment had claimed that they were a religion.  No one had been able to prove that there were people who went involuntarily into their penance – even as we watched, a bleeding woman stood up and stumbled out of the punishment ground, with no one raising a hand to stop her – and besides, they drew in the perverted crowd.  “We can’t stop them.”
 
    
 
   My eyes narrowed as we walked onto the next set of stalls.  “That, on the other hand, I can stop,” I added.  “What the hell does he think he’s doing?”
 
    
 
   It was a mundane table, with only a single item perched on it.  It was a severed head and, as I watched, the head opened its eyes and looked at me.  It was dead, I knew instantly, and yet alive, a zombie.  Where vampires retain some memory of being human, and are even able to play at being human for long periods, a zombie cannot be mistaken for human.  Unless bound by the strongest spells, a newly-created zombie will just shamble around, hunting for people to eat.  Once bitten, the victim becomes a zombie themselves.  Haiti uses them as slave labour, but everywhere else bans them, religious freedom or not.  A single bite from those dead lips would create a new zombie and, if done to the wrong person, would start a whole new zombie plague.
 
    
 
   I walked right up to the table and glared down at the zombie head.  It was the work of a moment to create a localised firestorm – a very localised one – and burn it into ash.  The stall keeper opened his mouth to argue, took in my semi-uniform and face, and closed his mouth with an audible snap.  He knew what I was, all right, and that was worrying.  The real names of the Guardians are well hidden, but he would probably know most of the Guardians by sight, if nothing else.
 
    
 
   “I can explain,” he stumbled, finally.  “It wasn’t going to hurt anyone…”
 
    
 
   “You’re under arrest,” I said.  I had to move quickly.  The crowd might turn against me at any moment.  The civilians wouldn’t be a problem, but the magic-users might start something stupid.  They’d pay for it, but I’d be too dead to care.  “You have the right to remain silent…”
 
    
 
   I performed the spell as soon as I had completed reading him his rights.  The poor bastard shrank rapidly down to a small statue of himself.  It violates a dozen laws of physics – where, they kept asking, does all the mass go – but it suffices to keep a prisoner under control.  Even if he was adept enough to break the spell – most adepts need to move their hands to cast spells – he would come back to full size inside a tiny box I’d pulled out of my magic satchel.  The result would be lethal.
 
    
 
   “They really love you here,” Aylia muttered, sensing the waves of hostility passing through the crowd.  “Should we…”
 
    
 
   “Yes, they do,” I agreed dryly.  I’d ruined one of the tourist traps.  Idiots.  They’d have been screaming for real if they’d been bitten and I’d had to destroy them to save the rest of humanity.  “Come on.”
 
    
 
   We reached our destination without further incident.  I knew, however, that getting out might be much harder.  The street had just been challenged.  I doubted that the real movers and shakers on the street would allow that to pass without taking some revenge.  They disliked Guardians almost as much as we disliked them.
 
    
 
   “You wanted to know where we were going,” I said, as we entered the outer wall.  “Did you guess here?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Aylia said.  She sounded honestly puzzled.  “Why here?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   The church is always trying to get other people to reform; it might not be a bad idea to reform itself a little, by way of example. 
 
   -Mark Twain
 
    
 
   The Knights Templar Militant have a long history, most of which is either outright lies or a cunning tissue of half-truths spread around to bury the odd potentially embarrassing or irritating truth under a mountain of bullshit.  That, at least, is the conclusion of the Select Bipartisan Committee into Magical Cabals, although they took two years and a thousand-page report to say it.  Anyone attempting to research the Knights Templar will discover, very quickly, that it is impossible to sort out the truth from the lies.  They’re an odd group, with connections to both the Freemasons and the Jesuits, and even a special Papal right to practice magic.  The Catholic Church’s official position, in fact, is that they are the only group allowed to practice magic.
 
    
 
   As far as we can determine, there are around six hundred of them, ranging from Special Forces-trained soldiers – the Vatican has a private army with a surprising level of capability, although they’re not at the same level as Force Recon troops or SEALS – to quite powerful magic-users.  They’re a formidable force at the best of times, which often finds itself deployed against rogue magic-users and the supernatural.  They’re also a constant thorn in our side, just by existing.  Congress has fits at the mere thought of any non-American force operating anywhere in America and tries to restrict their activities.  This causes strife with Catholics in America and Latin American nations, not all of whom like the Vatican, but don’t want to appear as if they have been dictated to by the US.  It’s a diplomatic problem, really; Congress would have fits if they knew I was talking to them without filling out forms in triplicate, giving them an opportunity to kill the visit.  No wonder Wilkinson hadn’t been willing to okay it officially.  It could cost him his job.
 
    
 
   I said as much to Aylia as we stepped into the courtyard.  The Knights Templar had built a Church that reassembled a fortress from the middle ages, although there was little primitive in the hidden defences I knew existed around it.  There are evangelists and other religions that see the Knights Templar as an unrelenting enemy and have declared war on them, sometimes with magic.  The Druids outside loathed them, claiming that they worked with the Romans to destroy the old Druids – historical truth means little to them – and that doesn’t even count the radical Islamic or Jewish factions.  The Knights Templar had good reason to feel paranoid.
 
    
 
   “I don’t like them very much,” I admitted.  It couldn’t be denied that the Knights Templar did good work – they had an attitude that worked better for the job than more standard military forces, even the American SF – but they set me on edge.  I had always believed that faith was something of a problem on my job, not least because it was easy for a demon to pervert it and ruin a good man.  A pair of people who would otherwise have made excellent Guardians had been killed because they had looked at something through the prism of their faith.  “Still, I think they’ll help us.”
 
    
 
   Aylia had a more practical question.  “Can they help us?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, flatly.  “They can help us.  I think they will help us, given what is at stake.”
 
    
 
   Organised religion has never responded very well to humans developing magical powers, let alone the supernatural creatures.  There were religions that killed or expelled magic-users out of hand – both Judaism and Islam had problems accepting that some of their people had magical powers – and others that sought to exploit them, like the developing Thug Cult in India.  The Knights Templar had welcomed all Catholics, even all Christians, who had magical powers and trained some of them to use their powers in the service of the Church.  Others had tried to duplicate their success, but years of mistreatment hadn’t endeared magic-users to them.  The chaos in Iran and Saudi Arabia bears mute testament to that.
 
    
 
   And the Knights Templar had attracted someone very special.  The Sensitives were among the rarest kind of magic-users; indeed, we only knew of three of them in the entire history of magic.  One of them had been born in Iran and died there when the regime realised just what he was capable of doing, the second had been a perverted sex offender who would be spending the rest of his life in jail – at least until his lawyers ran out of ideas to work the system and he was finally executed – and the third was a Catholic.  I hadn’t wanted to approach the sex offender.  A missing girl at stake would provide too many reasons for him to refuse to work with us.
 
    
 
   I paused as I took in the single man standing at the door.  He was wearing a red-purple robe and an enormous hat, which caught my eye at once, but it was his face that held my attention.  He looked around fifty years old – magic tends to wear down the user quickly – and seemed determined not to allow us to enter.  I studied him through my senses, waiting for him to speak, and determined that he had strong magical powers of his own.  He certainly wasn't brandishing a wand in an attempt to appear immovable.
 
    
 
   “You are expected, of course,” he said, flatly.  There was a strong hint of Ireland in his voice, although it was subsumed by his icy tone.  “Brother Andrew was determined to see you at once, but I must ask that your…friend remains outside.”
 
    
 
   I stared back at him, unwilling to give an inch.  “Is there a good reason why Aylia should remain outside, away from the sanctuary that you promise to all in need?”
 
    
 
   He didn’t seem intimidated by my pose.  “This is a place of harbour for the Sensitive,” he said, firmly.  I had already known that, of course; that was why I have come.  “To meet a young girl would only unbalance him and make it harder for him to focus on his work for the Holy Church.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure,” I said, tightly.  I suspected that it was no more than a pissing contest, but I didn’t have the time.  “I cannot leave her alone and so…”
 
    
 
   He crossed his arms under his chest, preparing to be even more stubborn, but a smaller man wearing rather less elaborate robes stuck his head out of the door before I could say anything further.  He was clearly younger, with an eager fresh-faced look that made him look rather retarded.  I hoped it was just an act, but I suspected it wasn’t; a Sensitive would prefer the company of a man with the mental age of a ten-year-old, at best.  He would simply be a less distracting presence in the Sensitive’s mind.
 
    
 
   “Your Grace, Brother Andrew sends his compliments and asks that you allow them both entry,” he said, before the first man could say anything.  He looked up at me and extending a hand, which I shook automatically.  “I'm Father Dougal, sir and madam, caretaker to Brother Andrew himself.  You’ll have to excuse the Bishop.  I’m afraid he isn’t used to all the requirements of his new parish.”
 
    
 
   The Bishop – for so the first man seemed to be – greeted Father Dougal with a stare that promised trouble later.  “You will see them into the chapel, Father,” he ordered.  It sounded more like a threat than a promise, somehow.  “You and I will discuss the proper forms of address later.”
 
    
 
   He vanished into a side corridor as Dougal led us through a stone passage and into a small chapel.  The Bishop, I decided, was probably uneasy in his role.  He wouldn’t be a major religious figure in New York, despite his title, but merely the custodian of a shrine.  I had no doubt that as soon as Brother Andrew died, he would be canonised.  A Sensitive had little choice, but to be a saint or a devil.  The devils were worse, in a thousand ways, than any other magically-powered criminal.  I silently thanked God that there had only been one.
 
    
 
   The chapel felt peaceful, I realised, as soon as we stepped inside.  I had never been impressed by other holy places I had visited in my career – I had been to both Palestine and Mecca – but this place was impressive.  It felt cut off from the world, as if no time at all was passing within its walls, something that reminded me uneasily of Faerie.  There were no spells crawling around the walls, but I was sure that there were other defences positioned further around the chapel.  The Knights Templar are reputed to possess magical artefacts beyond counting, something else that gives their enemies pause.  Who knows what they might have hidden inside their fortresses?
 
    
 
   “Welcome,” a voice said.  I hadn’t noticed the man kneeling at one end of the chapel until he had spoken.  He had blended in so well with the surrounding environment that he had been almost unnoticeable.  It was a soft voice, as if my mother and father were crooning in my ear, and it made me want to relax.  “Please, have a seat, don’t stand on ceremony.”  There was a hint of a chuckle.  “Bums on pews, please, bums on pews.”
 
    
 
   I blinked as the Sensitive turned around to face us.  He was a slight man of, I estimated, thirty years old.  Unlike the Bishop, or myself for that matter, there was no hint of rapid aging; he looked old, but not old.  He was completely bald, apart from a single white shock of hair in the exact centre of his head.  As I studied him, he was already moving to put us at our ease, waving to Dougal to bring out glasses of water and a handful of wafers.  His little joke had relaxed both of us.
 
    
 
   “Please, take water and a cookie,” he said.  “I would offer more if I could, but I’m afraid that I cannot eat anything else myself, even a mere cup of tea.  The shock would be rather unfortunate for my system.  Eat, drink and then we can chat.  I must apologise for Len, my dear; he’s rather traditional in his ways.  There were no people with Sensitive magic back then, I'm afraid and…”
 
    
 
   I sipped the pure water while he chattered on.  The handful of people we knew with his magic tended to love what little company came to see them, even though they couldn’t tolerate being among crowds.  Sensitive magic attuned the bearer to the underlying currents of the world, giving them insights that were normally impossible for anyone short of Mycroft Holmes…and the ability to use those insights.  The pervert had used his talents to manipulate everyone he encountered.  In medieval times, no one would have been able to prove that he had done what he had done to the children.  Like all magic, it can be abused by the user…
 
    
 
   “But you didn’t come here to hear my chat,” he said, sitting back.  I noticed that he had barely touched his water, or, despite his protestations, looked at Aylia.  “You come seeking a lost child, my dear?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Aylia said.  She sounded stunned.  “If I might ask…ah, Father?  Brother?”
 
    
 
   “Andrew is quite sufficient,” Brother Andrew said.  He tapped his shaven head mischievously.  “If my head got any bigger, it would start leaking out of my ears and that would never do.  It would cause quite an upset for poor Len.  He hasn’t been the same since someone introduced him to very hot curry with enough spice to blow up a battleship.”
 
    
 
   He gave me an innocent little smile.  “And the story of the missing Faye child has been on all the news networks,” he added.  “I would be remiss indeed if I had failed to pick up that a child had been lost, and indeed that it was a child related to you, and that you have had no children or lover yourself, and that the child was in fact your sister…”
 
    
 
   I said nothing, but Brother Andrew had just provided an explanation of why a Sensitive could be so dangerous.  One of them, walking through a completely strange city, could just pick up enough from the crowds to know the city better than a person who had lived there all their lives.  Their attenuation to the supernatural world was weaker, but they all had links, perhaps even enough to lead us right to Cecilia.  The Church had taken the lead in combating demons and other dark creatures in Europe.  I had no doubt that Brother Andrew would help us, if he could.
 
    
 
   “My sister,” Aylia agreed.  I think that she was becoming a little overwhelmed by him.  Not in the sexual sense – I had met homosexuals who were more sexually inclined to women than Brother Andrew – but in the personal sense.  She might even forsake her family completely and become a nun, just because of his influence.  He could chat to her as if they were old friends and, somehow, it would be as if they were old friends.  She would trust him utterly.  I couldn’t allow myself that luxury.  “Can you help us find her?”
 
    
 
   “I can and I will,” Brother Andrew promised.  I half-expected him to pat her on the knee, but he refrained from any such action.  Of course, I realised; touching female flesh would shock him, perhaps even convince him that being without women was not as virtuous as the Church suggested.  “If you wish, I will perform a reading for you now.”
 
    
 
   “Please,” I said.  I didn’t want to spend too much time in the chapel.  If nothing else, I was sure that trouble would be brewing on the outside.  I really needed to call the New York Guardian and ask a number of pointed questions.  Was it merely an oversight, caused by us being overworked, or was it something more sinister?  “We do need to find her quickly.”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” Brother Andrew said.  He stood up and walked slowly towards the alter at the head of the room.  As we watched, he knelt in front of it and said a silent prayer, finally casting his eyes towards the crucifix hanging above his head.  It seemed motionless to me, but he seemed to draw something from it, perhaps strength.  A Sensitive might have a stronger relationship with God than…well, anyone.  I felt a flicker of impatience, but waited as patiently as I could.  He had the right to do whatever he liked to put himself in the right frame of mind.
 
    
 
   “I know, many people consider the rituals to be wasted time,” he said, when he returned to us.  He’d sensed my reaction, of course.  “There is much to be made for the argument that the Church rituals are too much for the glory of God - I believe that that was one of the reasons for the split between the Protestants and Catholics back in the time of Martin Luther – but they do serve a purpose.  They help to frame a person’s mind, in that the man is tempered as well as the prayer itself, with the ultimate intention of preparing the operator himself.  God hears everything, of course, and no prayer with true intention fails to reach His ears, but if we want His attention, we should at least try to do right, if we can.”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  “Would the Bishop agree with you?”
 
    
 
   Brother Andrew smiled back.  “The Pope and his Cardinals and his Bishops and everyone all the way down to the merest alter boy have the truth of it,” he said, “but they are human, as fallible as you or I or any other of God’s creatures.  A sincere prayer from a Jew or a Muslim would be listened to, I believe, more than a faked prayer from the Pope himself.  In my position, I see those who truly believe in God and are happy with their role, and those who have no faith at all.  To have faith is to accept that God knows everything and that everything will work out in the end, to lack faith is to believe that God’s great plan cannot be accomplished without human intervention and help, a strong blasphemy.”
 
    
 
   He turned and knelt in the aisle for a long moment.  “She’s still alive,” he said, finally.  Aylia let out a gasp and then stopped herself, barely, from asking questions.  “She’s not far away…”
 
    
 
   I scowled.  Magic was sometimes vague when it comes to determining distances.  It could be that she was in the next room, or she could be on the other side of the planet.  Even without magic, it would be easy to smuggle a single child out of the country, but I didn’t know if the kidnappers would bother.  They’d already closed off the most promising line of investigation. That left only the Pixie Dust and tracing that would be difficult.
 
    
 
   “And she is in danger,” Brother Andrew said.  He gasped aloud.  Something else was speaking through him.  His entire body was shaking.  “They are coming for her.  They are coming.  They are coming.  They are coming…”
 
    
 
   His body arced backwards as the entire chapel shook, as if a giant had smashed a club into the side of the building.  I heard someone yelling in the distance, but I ignored them.  Someone was trying to force his way into the mortal plain.  I shouted a spell of banishment as loud as I could, but it didn’t notice, it didn’t even seem to react.  There was a long second in which I knew we were doomed…and then it just stopped.  The noise vanished so suddenly that I thought I’d been deafened.  At least, part of my mind whispered, he hadn’t exploded into a bloody mess.
 
    
 
   “Well,” Brother Andrew said, picking himself up from the ground.  He didn’t sound hurt, or stunned, or any different at all.  “That was certainly something different.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Power is not a means, it is an end. One does not establish a dictatorship in order to safeguard a revolution; one makes the revolution in order to establish the dictatorship. The object of persecution is persecution. The object of torture is torture. The object of power is power.
 
   -George Orwell
 
    
 
   The Bishop – Len – came into the chapel, running as fast as he could.  He looked singed around the edges of his robes and his face was utterly furious.
 
    
 
   “Brother Andrew,” he shouted.  “Are you all right?”  He glared at us before we could answer.  “I knew we shouldn’t have allowed a woman into the holy place.  If this is your fault, I’ll…”
 
    
 
   “I am quite fine, Len,” Brother Andrew said.  There was a surprising firmness in his normally soft and pleasant voice.  “It was merely a bit of a shock.”
 
    
 
   “A bit of a shock?”  Len demanded.  “The entire building shook!”
 
    
 
   “I believe that that was actually not intentional,” Brother Andrew said, for all the world as if he were ordering dinner, not discussing a potential attack from a demon or some other creature from the other realms.  “The overspill from the contact boiled out into the physical world, but it was definitely not a malice-driven creature.”
 
    
 
   “You refer to it as a creature,” I said, before the Bishop could explode again.  Something had disrupted Didi’s attempt to practice necromancy and I suspected that it was the same entity.  “Do you actually know what it was?”
 
    
 
   Brother Andrew turned his light blue eyes on me.  “I have sensed the presence of demons and ghosts, shadows and monsters,” he said.  “I have exorcised demons and possessing souls from their victims, but I have never sensed anything remotely like that…entity.  It seemed almost unaware of my presence, yet it was quite powerful enough to shatter my attempt to use my…talents.  I received no hint of actual malice, but again, it certainly acted in a hostile manner.”
 
    
 
   He touched his forehead lightly with one hand.  “I have never felt the like before,” he said.  “I feel quite frail.”
 
    
 
   I frowned.  I’d seen demons too and Brother Andrew was right; they were permanently driven by hatred, hatred for humanity and God, who’d condemned them to the deepest pits of Hell.  No demon could manifest on our realm without being summoned, and even when they did manifest they couldn’t sustain its presence for long, but while they were active they could do terrible damage.  It took a fantastic amount of magical force to summon and bind a demon…and they always cheated.  It was like playing cards with a man who could always see your hand.  If you won, it was only because he let you win, or because you were in an unassailable position already.
 
    
 
   “You’re still Sensitive, though?”  Len asked.  It was harder to take him seriously now that I knew his first name.  “You’re not…blind?”
 
    
 
   “I have prayed long and hard for God to lift this burden from my shoulders,” Brother Andrew said.  “If I see a tiny fraction of how He sees humanity, I cannot imagine how He can stand it.  I have seen the goodness and mercy in the human soul and the blackness and evil that threatens to overcome it and destroy its mere existence.  I have seen people who chose the path of evil; not because they had no choice, but because they found evil to be preferable to good.  I have seen saints and known them for the liars they were.  I have seen too much for humanity to stand…
 
    
 
   “But I am still Sensitive,” he concluded.  I’d been starting to worry.  Blinding the one and only decent Sensitive would probably be considered an act of war.  The Pope might swallow it, but the Knights Templar might decide to do something stupid in revenge, like unleashing a demon themselves.  They weren't supposed to have any truck with demons, but it’s like biological warfare; there is really little difference between preparing a means of offence and a means of defence.  “I can still see it all.”
 
    
 
   He looked directly at me.  “You’re tired,” he said.  “Why don’t you lay down your burden?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t have a replacement,” I admitted.  He was right; there was little point in trying to lie to him, but who would replace me when I resigned?  Or, for that matter, when I was killed in the line of duty?  “What else can you tell me about the entity?”
 
    
 
   “It wasn't a Faerie, but it wasn't human either,” Brother Andrew said.  He stroked his bald head, carefully avoiding the shock of hair, while he considered.  “I couldn’t place it at all, Guardian.  It was something completely new in this world, and yet…I have the oddest sense that I have encountered something like it before.”
 
    
 
   Aylia blinked.  “If it’s something new,” she said, “where would you have encountered it before?”
 
    
 
   “It’s not that simple,” I said.  “A Sensitive would pick up many different kinds of information, far more than any human mind could process and turn into something useful.  He may have caught a glimpse of the entity in passing…”
 
    
 
   “Or someone else might have done so and passed the memory on to me,” Brother Andrew added.  He took a grateful sip of water from the glass Dougal handed to him.  “It is really impossible to be sure, although I will meditate on it at length and contact you at once if I remember where I sensed it.  It was clearly very powerful, but at least it was unable to materialise fully on this plain.”
 
    
 
   Or maybe it just wanted to disrupt things and didn’t want to do anything else, I thought.  I carefully kept that thought to myself.  Something that powerful was clearly a major player in the other realms…and if it was that powerful, I didn’t want it to notice me until I was ready to deal with it.  It seemed to be concentrating on protecting Cecilia’s trail – it hadn’t responded to anything else, although we would have to probe it until we had identified it – and I knew that magicians could bind demons to do that, but a demon would have been driven by malice.  We might have been in a church while Brother Andrew began his search, but the Faye house was hardly holy ground…and a demon would have taken the opportunity to wreck havoc.
 
    
 
   Aylia shook her head as Dougal passed her a second glass of water.  “This is all very interesting,” she said, seriously, “but did you sense anything else about my sister?”
 
    
 
   “Very little,” Brother Andrew said.  He seemed almost relieved to be discussing something else, although I could tell that he knew how painful Aylia was finding the whole experience.  She had to have been fascinated to see such a rare magic in action – it wasn't something her father could have shown her – but she was driven by the need to find her sister.  “I believe that she is still alive, but beyond that…”
 
    
 
   “There are other ways,” Dougal said, suddenly.  “There are some of the Fathers who summon demons to find lost treasures and other valuables.  My old master…”
 
    
 
   “Your old master kicked you out for gross incompetence,” Len snarled.  I saw Brother Andrew wince at his tone.  “The practice you refer to is only done with the permission of the Pope in Rome and then only for finding hidden treasure.  I highly doubt that His Holiness will grant permission to summon a demon for any other purpose and even if we did, the Sons of Sin will not be cooperative for such a good cause.”
 
    
 
   “But it’s finding a lone child,” Aylia protested.  “How could they refuse to help us?”
 
    
 
   “Very easily,” Len snapped.  “The Pope has a rocky relationship with both us and magic, girl, and while we regard the Pope as the Vicar of Christ, he feels that we are a…”
 
    
 
   “Loose cannon?”  I supplied.
 
    
 
   “A potential liability,” Len said, switching his glare to me.  It didn’t impress me.  I’d been glared at by experts, after all.  Len looked as if he was permanently on the verge of a stroke.  “There are Cardinals who feel that we should be closed down permanently and others who want us brought back to our rightful place at the right hand of the Pope.”
 
    
 
   I considered it.  I had known some of it, of course, but I hadn’t realised just how rocky the tensions had become between the Pope and some of his vassals.  The Knights Templar had been declared extinct more than once and, even now, remained in a kind of limbo, despite their increasingly vital role.  The Muslims, in particular, had loudly condemned any resurrection and the Jews hadn’t been that far behind.  If the Pope hadn’t had to deal with a growing wave of magically-caused chaos in Europe – and everywhere else the Catholic Church had an interest – matters would have been far worse.  The outcome would be interesting, in a Chinese sense, of course.
 
    
 
   “And even if we did summon a demon to assist in the search for your sister,” Len continued, “the Unholy One would probably take great delight in misleading the searchers until it was too late.  A demon cannot be trusted, ever.  We could not convince a demon to give us a truthful answer and if we should happen to lose control of it, even for a second…”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” I said.  “You’ve made your point.”
 
    
 
   Aylia gave me a look that said, quite clearly, betrayer, but I paid her no heed.
 
    
 
   “You’re a good girl,” Brother Andrew said.  He gave her a smile that utterly transformed his face.  “It is good that you are so concerned for your sister.  I believe that God will ensure that the two of you are reunited one day.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Aylia said.  Tears were streaking her face.  I hadn’t even realised that she was wearing makeup until now.  “I thank you for your help…”
 
    
 
   “Father Dougal, please would you escort the young lady to the washroom,” Brother Andrew said.  It was clearly an order and Dougal leapt to obey.  Aylia followed him back into the deeper recesses of the chapel.  “You brought me an interesting puzzle, Guardian.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” I said.  I tried not to feel dispirited, but it wasn't easy.  I had hoped that the Sensitive could lead me right to Cecilia, but instead…Something else had intervened, again.  This case clearly had repercussions I hadn’t even begun to grasp.  It didn’t help that Len was probably going to be on the phone to Rome and Washington as soon as we left, protesting the damage to the chapel.  It would be another black mark in my dossier.  “Thank you for your assistance.”
 
    
 
   “My pleasure,” Brother Andrew said.  He frowned delicately.  “I may have something else to tell you.  I cannot be too detailed, but I believe that you have to know.  I would also rather that you kept the source to yourself as long as possible.”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” I said.  Brother Andrew might not be a regular priest, but he would certainly be treated as one, including being under the Seal of the Confessional.  “My lips are sealed.”
 
    
 
   “Not literally, I trust,” Brother Andrew mused.  “My presence here is well known, as you know, and I have hundreds of visitors from around the world.  I hear what they wish to tell me and I Sense what they don’t wish me to know.  My…talent allows me to pull all of it into a coherent whole.”
 
    
 
   I nodded, impatiently.  As far as we can tell, a Sensitive might as well be an extremely powerful telepath, although a very odd one.  No one is quite sure how the ability works, let alone the limits that govern its use in our world, and there are calls for all Sensitive magic-users to be registered.  I always considered it rather pointless – one was dead, one was in prison and the third was in front of me – but Congress tended to find the idea of a walking lie detector a little alarming.  Purely out of concern for the well-being of the community, of course.
 
    
 
   “I have heard whispers and rumours about Faye,” he continued.  I lifted an eyebrow.  “I have heard that the man has…changed in the last few years and that his empire has changed and darkened in tone.  He actually sent one of his Catholic employees to me to research the nature of my gift and I believe…that he isn’t the only one who has been forced to use his connections in such a manner.”
 
    
 
   “You were too kind to the man,” Len informed him.  “You should have demanded that he choose between Faye and the Church.”
 
    
 
   “He was not in a good position to choose,” Brother Andrew said.  I had the impression that it was an argument that they’d had before.  The Bishop would have been happier fighting the enemies of the Church than baby-sitting a Sensitive, although anyone who wanted to hurt Brother Andrew would have to reckon with him first.  The defences around the chapel were formidable.  “I discussed the vague details of my talent with him and waited for him to talk to me about his real problems.”
 
    
 
   He smiled for a moment.  “Half the time, there are people who need the thought that they cannot lie to a priest,” he added.  “I’m cheaper than a psychologist and I actually do have insight into a person’s mind.  They come to me and I wait patiently for them to open up and tell me what they’re worried about.  I deal with men who fear that they’re stuck with cheating wives, or their children are going mad, or even being homosexual.  I listen and I sometimes offer what advice I can.
 
    
 
   “But this man wouldn’t say much.  He kept saying that Faye was demanding too much from them, but he wouldn’t go into details.  I heard the same from others, but most of the people who would be touched by Faye wouldn’t come into this place, unless they wanted to spy.  He was pleading for details, but I couldn’t tell him much more than what is already in the public domain.  I can’t put my gift into easy words…”
 
    
 
   I frowned.  “He wanted to know how your gift worked?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Brother Andrew said.  “He kept asking, in hundreds of different ways, questions that I couldn’t answer.  It moved from my gifts to others, everything from the fighting mages in the Knights to demon-summoning and banishing rituals as we practiced them.  Eventually, he thanked me, made a large donation, and vanished.  I never saw him again.”
 
    
 
   “I thought at the time it was a probe into our defences,” Len added.  “I reported it to the Holy Father, but nothing came of it.”
 
    
 
   “Probably not,” I agreed.  “There are some surprisingly strong links between Faye and the Catholic Church.”
 
    
 
   “He wasn't the only one who was worried about Faye,” Brother Andrew said.  “You may want to take a closer look at him.”
 
    
 
   “Take a closer look at a guy who has half of official Washington in his pocket,” I said.  “Great, just great.”
 
    
 
   “His daughter knows nothing about it,” Brother Andrew said.  He winked at me.  “She’s also quite fond of you, although I think she doesn’t know it herself yet.  I think you’ll probably find that she’s a good companion on your journey.”
 
    
 
   I sighed.  I liked Aylia myself, but she was ten years younger than me.  “Thank you for that,” I said.  I wasn't sure if I meant it and he, of course, knew that I wasn't sure.  “Can you give me the name of the person who came visiting you?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Brother Andrew said.  His face had gone completely blank.  “I can’t discuss specific details of anything spoken in the Confessional to you, regardless of the pressure you try to apply.  I would give the same answer to the Pope himself.  I swore before God that I would be a priest first and uphold my vows to the best of my ability.  I may not be a Little Sister, but…”
 
    
 
   I nodded ruefully.  The Little Sisters of Christ were an offshoot of Christianity that had appeared in the years following the appearance of magic.  Although they generally upheld the Pope’s line that magic was evil and only to be used in cases of direst necessity, they used magic to bind themselves to their vows, ensuring that they could do nothing, but comply.  They were sworn to always speak the truth, to eat and drink no more than they needed – and avoid certain foodstuffs and alcohol completely – and wear nothing, but the most modest clothes.  They were not always liked, but they were respected, not least because they meant every word they said.  The spells they had put on themselves, willingly, ensured their full compliance.
 
    
 
   “I understand,” I said.  Personally, I had always found the Little Sisters of Christ rather creepy, but each to their own.  They weren't forcing anyone to take their vows, so we generally stood back and let them get on with it.  They were very good nurses and aid workers, although several had been killed in Haiti and Somalia.  “Thank you for your help.”
 
    
 
   Aylia returned, rubbing her hands together.  I found myself hoping, in an almost adolescent manner, that she hadn’t overheard all of the discussion.  If I was going to be investigating her father, I wasn't sure I wanted her along.  Besides, she would probably find his casual revelation embarrassing.
 
    
 
   “You’re welcome,” Brother Andrew said.  He paused.  “Are you sure you want to walk out back the way you came?”
 
    
 
   “Truthfully?”  I asked.  “No, I don’t.  There’s little choice, is there?”
 
    
 
   I was tempted to ask if Aylia could remain in the chapel for a while, but I knew that there was little chance of them agreeing to it.  Brother Andrew might have allowed it, but the Bishop was looking grimmer and grimmer by the second.  He had to be having doubts about everything that had happened since we had entered his domain.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I said.  “Let’s go face the music.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   
  
 

A person is smart.  People are dumb
 
   -Various
 
    
 
   It hit us the moment we stepped out of the aura of peace and harmony surrounding the chapel.  There was a sense of…unease building in the Magical Mile, a sense that the street was on the edge of disaster and it would only take one idiot lighting a match to trigger the explosion.  I had felt something like it before, back when I’d been in the Army as a liaison officer and we’d been called in to deal with a mob riot that had gotten badly out of hand, so badly that they'd relaxed the rules on using the army within the United States.  It had felt the same way.  It had also ended badly.
 
    
 
   There was no sign of any threat, either mundane or magical, but I knew better than to assume we were safe.  The existence of magic meant that the situation could go from reasonably stable to disastrous within seconds, often without warning, and the mob might decide to have a go at us.  The tourists were glancing around uneasily, trying to understand why the street suddenly seemed a hell of a lot less friendly, while the regulars were looking in our direction and trying to hide it.  Someone, I knew, was going to start something.
 
    
 
   “All right,” I muttered to Aylia, cursing my own decision to bring her.  I was about to take her into a war zone.  She was definitely perceptive enough, even without Brother Andrew’s warning, to know that something was badly wrong.  “Whatever you do, don’t show any fear and remain calm, understand?”
 
    
 
   She nodded, one hand clutching mine tightly.  I was tempted to rely on it for reassurance myself.  It would be fairly straightforward to deal with most magical threats – and my protective wards would cope with most mundane threats, like someone trying to shoot me – but it would be easy for me to become overwhelmed if I had to cover her as well.  I shouldn’t have brought her as well…or, perhaps, vaporising the zombie head and arresting the owner had been an overreaction.  The NYPD wouldn’t come anywhere near here and the other Guardian, the one who should be on duty, was nowhere to be found.
 
    
 
   “Brave heart,” I said.  There was just enough rogue magic in the air to make teleporting dangerous.  I couldn’t swear that it was an attack either.  The Magical Mile was normally drenched in unfocused strands of magic.  It probably wasn't a coincidence that New York also had the largest infestation of magical creatures in the world, outside the countryside.  “Come on.”
 
    
 
   We had come out near the Garden of the Stoned Philosophers and we took a moment to check them out before we started to walk out.  I wanted to present an unworried face to the world, even if I was panicking inside.  The Stoned Philosophers believe that a person in mortal flesh and blood simply lacks the detachment to meditate properly on the world, let alone their place in it, and so they pay magicians to turn them into statues.  There were a dozen such statues standing in the garden ahead of us, each one a person turned to stone, naked and alone against the elements.  Three of them had adopted dramatic poses, including one that probably violated some obscenity law, while the remainder looked surprisingly contemplative.  I don’t know if they actually find any answers within their meditations, but it takes all sorts to make a world.
 
    
 
   “I spent a week as a statue once after a close encounter with a basilisk,” I said, dryly.  It had been the second most embarrassing time of my life, just behind being caught by my father with a girl who had had the most enormous breasts, but a giggle that could drive a person to drink, or violence.  “I can’t say I got much out of it, apart from a hatred for pigeons and dogs.  I still flinch whenever I see a dog coming close to me.”
 
    
 
   Aylia gave me a sharp look, clearly doubting my sincerity.  “Really?”
 
    
 
   “Really,” I confirmed.  “They had this creature running around in Kentucky and it kept turning people to stone, so they decided it was a medusa.  No one who saw it was in any condition to tell the tale, so…they sent me up there without the right gear to hunt it down and kill it.  I found it and…well, before I could retreat it got me.  It took a week to undo the spell and regain some mobility and afterwards I was stiff for weeks.  I think a retired Marine got it in the end.”
 
    
 
   I shrugged.  “They actually tamed a few afterwards and put them to work in the jails,” I added.  “It’s amazing how much quieter the jails are when the prisoners are turned to stone.  They don’t even want to re-offend!”
 
    
 
   Aylia stared at one of the frozen women.  “And people volunteer to go through this just for enlightenment?”
 
    
 
   “Apparently,” I said.  “They were the subject of several investigations, but nothing was ever proved.”
 
    
 
   I took one final look at the statues and led her back onto the main street.  The Magical Mile isn’t just the street that bears the name, but hundreds of small businesses and side streets, packed with tourists and members of the magical community.  I had been told that you could find anything in the area and they were probably right, as long as you didn’t take too close a look at it afterwards.  The stores selling magical supplies ranged from genuine stores selling goods at horrendous prices, to cheap stores run by frauds, or sometimes owners who had no idea that they were selling fakes.  It’s not easy to prove, particularly with some of the lucky charms and love potions, but I had a suspicion that too many of them breached the law.  If we had the manpower to patrol more often, we might even be able to clear out the black market…
 
    
 
   “Pixie Dust,” I muttered, as we passed an open-air stall promising everything from Unicorn Horn – it somehow restores virginity – to powdered Horny Toad, which gives a man enough endurance to satisfy three girls in a night.  They’re illegal – Unicorn Horn in particular – but it was so hard to cut off all the black market trading.  I ran my senses over the stall and found barely any magic.  The owner had been sent nothing more than chalk dust and tiger bone paste.  “I wonder…”
 
    
 
   The stall owner took one look at me and started to close up.  I could have asked him questions, but there was little point; he would only have denied anything.  If someone had sent enough Pixie Dust to the Faye house to be so noticeable – although I couldn’t imagine why anyone would use Pixie Dust in a kidnapping, unless it was to put the child to sleep – it would be someone further up the chain than a simple street seller.  I would have to check the files and see who lived closer to Washington and might have the required supplies.  I might have to pay them a midnight visit.
 
    
 
   Aylia caught at my arm.  “Glass,” she said, “what are they?”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  “They’re Griffins,” I said.  I’d seen one back in Faerie, but these were in the mundane world.  Imagine a giant eagle, with the head of a lion and the bad disposition of a coffee addict in the morning.  They’re trainable – Griffin flying has replaced horse racing in some parts of the world – but they’re surly and generally unpleasant to be anywhere near.  As I watched, one of them shat on the street and snarled at a passing child, who ran right into her mother’s arms.  Griffins are supposed to be herbivores, but I wouldn’t have bet against them eating the odd child.  The trainer whacked the creature on the nose with a long pole and made a gesture of apology to the mother.  On the whole, I rather preferred the dragons.  “Try not to turn your back on them.”
 
    
 
   “I see,” Aylia said.  She wrinkled her nose in disgust.  “What are they doing here?”
 
    
 
   I looked at the long column of beasts.  “They say they’re going to be putting on a flying display later,” I said.  It was barely legal, if that, but it was a great tourist attraction.  The occasional tourist who was the victim of Griffin malice only added to the amusement, although I had a feeling that New Yorkers prayed for the next Griffin dump to land squarely on the Mayor’s head.  “I don’t think we’ll have the time to go.”
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t want to go,” Aylia admitted.  “Why don’t they keep them in zoos?”
 
    
 
   I shrugged.  It seemed like a reasonable question to me, but then, I don’t set policy.
 
    
 
   “Never mind,” I said, finally.  There was always something else to see.  The Magical Mile seems to be larger on the inside than on the outside, although opinion is divided over the question of if that is actually the case or not.  A large concentration of magic could do odd things to space and time, but I had the feeling that it was merely illusion in New York.  Creating a pocket dimension took time, effort, and a great deal of magic.  I doubted that one could form naturally.  “Why not take a look at the parrots instead?”
 
    
 
   Aylia smiled when she saw the parrots – charmed beasts; they actually have a certain level of intelligence – but I didn’t relax.  The magical field kept shifting around us, but I would have picked up on something anyway; the tension was still rising.  The tourists were looking more and more uneasy – they’d probably never believed the strange tales of what could happen to unwary tourists in the Magical Mile – and starting to wander off, trying to look nonchalant.  The regulars were being more prudent, for once, and were scattering in all directions.
 
    
 
   Who is it going to be, I wonder?  I thought.  Oddly, I almost welcomed the coming confrontation, after all the frustrations of the past two weeks.  Beating up on someone was unprofessional, but it would feel very good indeed.  There were a dozen factions that would try to challenge a Guardian, but most of them hated each other more than they hated us…and might even end up fighting each other, if we were lucky.  The intelligence briefs had suggested that at least five major factions – magical groups – were present in the Magical Mile, but which one would it be?  And, coming to think of it, where was the missing Guardian?
 
    
 
   “Here we go,” I said, as the wave of departing people became a rout.  The street was suddenly almost empty, as if it was a deserted city.  I remembered Mannington and shivered as the magical field twisted and hissed around us.  “Just remain calm and focused and we’ll be fine.”
 
    
 
   There was a brilliant flash of light right in front of us and a massive black man appeared, wearing nothing, but a loincloth made from human hair.  His skin was covered in tattoos and dull red patterns- it took me a moment to realise that the red colour was blood – and he carried a staff tipped with a human skull.  I almost smiled in relief.  He might have looked showy, and he was clearly trying to be intimidating, but he hadn’t risked teleporting into the street.  He had used a simple invisibility and illusion spell.  It would impress the tourists – I could sense a handful creeping back to watch the show, the idiots – but not any other magic user.
 
    
 
   Well, I thought, in the privacy of my own head, either that, or he’s saving his power for the duel.
 
    
 
   Two more men appeared behind him, wearing the same outfits – although without the staff – followed by seven naked women.  The women immediately fell to their knees, although their cold dead eyes watched me mercilessly, while the two younger men took positions on either side of their leader.  I lifted my Sixth Sense briefly and peered at them through it.  Two of the men had considerable magical power, but the third had hardly any, while the girls wore magical chains.  The Voodoo Cult – I recognised them, as I was meant to – didn’t think much of women.  They existed as sources of power and little else.  It was ironic that at least two of the girls had real power of their own.
 
    
 
   I waited for them to speak, staring at the leader and concentrating on studying his wards.  They were elaborate, but most of them were designed to protect him against otherworldly threats – the Voodoo Cult dealt with hundreds of sprits and entities – rather than another magician.  He was warded against most kinds of physical force, however, which made simply shooting him impossible.  His two apprentices had bound themselves to their master in blood, I realised; there was little hope of convincing them to back down, separate from him.
 
    
 
   He finally ran out of patience and spoke, his voice rumbling into the open air.  “You have taken something from us,” he said.  I recognised hints of compulsion magic in his voice, something that was definitely illegal, even if it wasn't a threat to either Aylia or myself.  The tourists, however, would be almost completely helpless.  I would have to stun them all as quickly as possible before they turned into a howling mob that wanted my blood.  “You are also walking with the whorish daughter of our enemy.”
 
    
 
   His two comrades took a step forward, slapping their hands together for attention.  It looked like a traditional dance, but they were summoning some entities to their command.  Their master allowed them to do it, quite simply, because they would be taking all the risks on their own shoulders.  I smiled at them and they stared at me, unable to believe their eyes, while I thought rapidly.  The Voodoo Cult thought that Aylia’s father was their enemy?
 
    
 
   “You will return our brother and place yourself naked before us,” the leader continued, firmly.  He sounded as if he had been practicing in front of a mirror.  He also didn’t mean physically naked, but leaving my soul open for them, giving them control over a Guardian.  “If you refuse…”
 
    
 
   “Oh, grow up,” I said.  “The seller with the zombie head was hardly your brother, was he?  He was merely another sap you used to sell your dangerous products.”
 
    
 
   His face almost went purple.  “You will pay for that,” he hissed.  He raised his staff and levelled it at me.  I felt Aylia shrink back behind me, even as I prepared my own wards.  The Faerie weapon seemed to be burning a hole in my pocket.  “You will…”
 
    
 
   A dark shadow fell over the street and he looked up, his eyes going wide with – just for an instant – stark terror.  That would have told me, if nothing else, that the new arrival wasn't something he'd summoned, let alone something he could control.  The dragon settled almost casually onto two buildings, somehow straddling the street, and peered down at us with bright red eyes.  They were so bright that the entire street was bathed in a dull red glow.
 
    
 
   “Look at what we command,” the leader shouted, finally.  I could hear his voice shaking, although I had to admire his nerve and thinking under pressure.  If their enemies thought that the Voodoo Cult commanded a live dragon, they would face far fewer enemies in the future.  Even a temporary control over a dragon would be impressive, if extremely dangerous when the dragon broke free and came for revenge.  “See how the Gods protect their own…”
 
    
 
   The dragon reached down with one long foreclaw and picked him up in one smooth motion, holding him up in front of the massive red eyes.  The leader urinated in midair under the dragon’s unblinking eye; I had the feeling, somehow, that his power had just been broken.  The two apprentices lifted their hands and began a chant, launching bolts of magical fire towards the dragon, but they all flickered and died against the dragon’s invulnerable hide.  It moved its neck with one smooth motion and blew a single plume of fire towards them.  I staggered back – the heat was enough to give me sunburn, despite my wards – as the two apprentices vanished.  There wasn't even the traditional pile of dust.
 
    
 
   “Begone,” the dragon said, and dropped the leader on the street.  The leader’s legs broke and he collapsed on the ground.  A moment later, the naked women were on him, tearing away at his flesh and bone.  I looked up at the dragon, trying to see its face, expecting that I already knew its name.  I was wrong.  The dragon wasn't Gorwen at all, but another one – a smaller one, if that seemed possible.  It was impossible to estimate, but it seemed only about the same size as a jumbo jet.  A moment later, the dragon leapt up into the air and vanished.
 
    
 
   I stared at the rapidly disappearing shape, and then at Aylia.  “What the hell just happened?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” she said.  She was shaking like a leaf, a mixture of delayed shock and the awe that most people feel when they come face to face with a dragon.  The massive creature should have crushed part of the city just by spreading its wings.  “What…what did it do that for?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t complain,” I said.  I hadn’t been quite as confident as I looked.  “In fact, remind me to send it a note of thanks and ask it just what it wants in return.  They never do something for nothing.”
 
    
 
   “It looks as if something very interesting just happened,” a new voice said.  I looked up to see the speaker.  “You seem to have friends in high places.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, you can talk,” I said, crossly.  Guardian Cowboy had always gotten on my nerves.  “We’ve been wondering where you have been for hours.  What the hell kept you?”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   John Constantine?  Yes. He dances on the edge of the known, like a crazy man, pitting himself against heaven and the pit, because he is John Constantine; and because he is alive. 
 
   -Dr. Occult
 
    
 
   “Well, first there was a sniper in Brooklyn,” Guardian Cowboy snapped, angrily.  “And then there was this thing” – he held up a cage that looked suitable for a small rodent – “causing havoc over on the other side of the city.  I got here as quick as I fucking could, so don’t fucking start with me, got that?”
 
    
 
   I rolled my eyes.  Truthfully, if he had come into my territory, I would probably have given him the exact same speech, but we had to observe the proprieties.  It’s strange, in a way; our fellow Guardians are the ones who would most understand our problems, and yet there are times when we can’t stand each other.  I blame it on the constant pressure myself.
 
    
 
   “I’m glad you’re here at last,” I said, finally.  “We couldn’t have lasted a moment longer without you.”
 
    
 
   “Good,” Cowboy said.  He gave Aylia a wink that was probably just short of sexual harassment.  “And are you going to introduce me to your friend?”
 
    
 
   “Not here,” I said, looking up towards the speck in the distance that was the dragon.  As I watched, it faded into nothingness and was gone.  The radar stations near the city wouldn’t have seen it, unless some pilots saw the dragon and radioed in the contact.  “I think we’d better head back to the station.”
 
    
 
   “Get out of here while the going’s good?”  Cowboy asked, with another wink.  “Come on, then.  I’d like your opinion on something once we’re back home.”
 
    
 
   He turned and led the way out of the Magical Mile.  I felt Aylia falling into step beside me, her eyes wide with puzzlement as she took in Guardian Cowboy.  Where I preferred the low-key approach, Guardian Cowboy shouted his identity to the skies, daring anyone to step into his path and challenge him.  He wore a cowboy outfit from an old Western movie – except that it was all black, including the hat – and carried a pair of six-shooters.  Rumour had it that he even owned a horse called Trigger.  His competence was unquestioned; the same couldn’t be said for his mental stability.  I had to admire him for living the dream, even as I wondered if, one day, I would be called in to stop him when he finally went mad and decided to destroy the Magical Mile.
 
    
 
   “You seem to have a friend in a high place,” he remarked, as we left the street behind us.  The tension in the air had faded when the dragon had broken the Voodoo Cultists.  By now, the tourists had probably started to upload videos of the dragon from their cell phones and cameras onto the internet, starting a whole new series of rumours about their culture, motivations and treaty obligations.  It would only benefit the Guardians to have others thinking that we could call on the dragons for aid.  “Why did the dragon come to assist you?”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea,” I said, truthfully.  Or maybe not; they had tried to warn me that something bad was coming, hadn’t they?  Were the dragons interested in keeping us – me – alive?  There was no way to know.  I was certain that if I asked, I wouldn’t get a straight answer.  “I wondered if you might have called in a favour…?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t have any dragons owing me favours,” Cowboy said, as we turned the corner and started to approach the station.  “I did recover a set of suits some bastard had made out of dragon skin, but I forwarded most of them on to Washington instead of giving them a decent burial.  They probably want to flame me to death instead of doing anything to help me.”
 
    
 
   I nodded absently.  Dragon skin is very – very – magic resistant.  A suit made out of such material would be worth millions of dollars to the Guardians, or anyone else involved with the magical world, but dead dragons were very rare.  Some magic-users tried to hunt dragon hatchlings to kill and skin them, but as even a baby dragon was the size of an Abrams tank and rather less friendly, it was a very dangerous occupation.  There were a handful of dragons who were smaller – we called them micro-dragons – but they were nowhere near as useful for protection.
 
    
 
   “My father tried to make a deal with the dragons for some of their scales,” Aylia said, suddenly.  “They weren't interested in making a deal.”
 
    
 
   “Sure,” Cowboy agreed.  “What’s the old line about the definition of commitment?  The hen is involved in making my bacon and eggs; the pig is committed!  The dragons are also committed; I’ve never heard of one surviving after being skinned.  The shock alone is probably fatal.”
 
    
 
   He was making passes in the air as we approached his house and place of business and I stood back and let him get on with it.  The station had once been an NYPD station before some magic-user with more ability than common sense had unleashed a particularly unpleasant ghost and pointed it into the station, perhaps as a kind of political statement.  The NYPD had finally abandoned the station and sold it to the Guardians.  Cowboy had walked into the station, according to his version of the story, given the ghost a hard look and it had fled screaming into the night.  I rather suspected that it had seen his movie collection – every Western movie and TV series in the known universe – and decided that the horrors of the next world were preferable.  The station had become his home and the main Guardian base in New York.  It was also a known target for magical troublemakers and he’d surrounded it with enough wards to make breaking in difficult.
 
    
 
   “Welcome to my humble abode,” he said, as we finally stepped through empty air and up the steps into the station.  He'd converted the Sergeant’s desk into a small office, with a typewriter, a computer and a large case of whiskey lying open on the desk.  The massive street map of New York –with all the magical trouble spots marked – and the handful of pornographic pictures caught my eye; like me, he tended to turn his office into an extension of his home.  “So, who’s the young filly, eh?”
 
    
 
   “Aylia Faye,” Aylia said, in tones of ice.  Cowboy’s eyes went wide, although he veiled his expressions quickly.  “Who exactly are you?”
 
    
 
   “A rude question that,” Cowboy commented, dryly.  He was right.  Asking someone for their real name in the magical world is insulting, even at the best of times.  Names have power.  “I am called Cowboy, Guardian Cowboy.  You may call me sir.”
 
    
 
   “Drop it,” I said, tiredly.  After everything else, I felt too tired to handle a shouting match.  I looked over at the small cage and frowned.  “What the hell is that?”
 
    
 
   “Fucked if I know what this varmint is,” Cowboy said.  He lifted the cage and passed it to me.  “What do you make of it?”
 
    
 
   I looked into the cage.  At first, it appeared empty…and then I had the sense of something snapping at me, trying to grab my nose.  I peered at it with my Sixth Sense and saw…a ghostly creature, rather like a nightmarish crab, lunging towards me.  It was translucent, the sign of a ghost, but the spells around the cage held it firmly in place.  Aylia squeaked as she saw it clearly, but I barely heard her.  I wouldn’t have been a Guardian if I couldn’t handle the sight…and really, it wasn't the worst thing I’d seen.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what it is,” I said.  It bore little resemblance to anything I’d seen before; at least, anything I’d seen outside my nightmares.  “What was it doing?”
 
    
 
   “Just after I was finished with the sniper, cars started to crash near one of the tunnels,” Cowboy said.  He took the cage back and placed it carefully on the desk.  “I went there at once and…there were drivers just going crazy, smashing their cars around as if they were riding the dodgems.  I tried to stop it by stopping some of the crazy drivers and others just started to go crazy instead, so I searched for the cause and finally saw this bastard…thing jumping from person to person.  It possessed them for a short period and made them go crazy.  I managed to lure it into a trap and caught it when I heard that all hell was about to break loose in the Magical Mile.”
 
    
 
   “A possessing ghost?”  I mused.  It didn’t look like a ghost, but most ghosts are really just reflections of a person, caught in an endlessly repeating loop.  They’re really magical recordings of shocking and traumatic events, mainly deaths, although there are some ghosts of people who are still alive.  They linger around the scene of their deaths and upset people.  “Or perhaps a demon of some kind?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” Cowboy said.  “The interesting part is what I found nearby.”
 
    
 
   He opened his own magical satchel and produced a collection of loosely-bound pages.  They looked as if someone had printed them out, one by one, and then stapled them together, without regard for their survival.  I also recognised them at once.  They were identical to the pages in the book I’d recovered at the school, before I had been summoned to face the dragons.
 
    
 
   “Shit,” I said.  I had expected that there would be hundreds of copies floating around by now, but it was still a shock to encounter a second.  “Who owned that?”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea,” Cowboy said.  “I did a quick sweep with searching spells and found nothing.  I’ll hand it over to New York’s Finest and see if they can make something out of it.  My guess is that something was trying to summon a demon to grant them eternal wealth and power or something” – he glanced at the cage with a faint expression of disgust – “and ended up with this little beauty instead.”
 
    
 
   “They must have been very disappointed,” I said gravely, but I could see the danger.  The chances were good that the users hadn’t realised that they had succeeded in summoning something and had probably let it out of the circle by accident.  They were probably dead by now, or running for their lives.  “Never mind that now.  What the hell was going on with the Voodoo Cult?”
 
    
 
   He took off his hat and glared down at it.  “They’ve been growing in power and influence lately,” he said.  “They’ve been bringing in all kinds of unpleasant artefacts from Haiti and elsewhere and trying to sell them to the tourists, while there have been persistent rumours involving human sacrifice and even zombies.”
 
    
 
   “I can confirm that,” I said, outlining what we’d found on the street.  “Why didn’t you report it?”
 
    
 
   “I did,” he said.  “I reported it to the Mayor and to Washington.  The former told me to give them a wide berth and the latter did nothing.  The Mayor doesn’t want anything challenging his position when the next set of elections rolls around, but I’d bet good money that the bastard loses his position.  It’s all very well when the craziness stays in the Magical Mile – New York does so love a sucker – but when it starts to leak out…”
 
    
 
   He shrugged.  “I’ll scream again at Washington for a while,” he added.  “The new Commissioner for the NYPD is more of a stickler than the last, so maybe we’ll get heard.  I don’t know what we’re going to do about it, though; that sniper might well have been the last straw for many of the citizens.”
 
    
 
   I winced.  A magician of pretty much any kind is not the most stable of personalities.  The more power a magician amasses to himself, the more his grip on reality starts to slide away, leaving him in a world where power is all and the meek will not inherit the Earth.  Most magic-users who don’t manage to kill themselves succeed in keeping themselves collected, but a handful lose it completely and end up lashing out at any convenient targets.  They’re incredibly dangerous because their madness gives them access to powers they would never normally have been able to use, but like the candle that burns at both ends, they die quickly.  While they live, however, they can do an astonishing amount of damage.
 
    
 
   “Who was it?”  I asked, finally.  “Was it someone from the Voodoo Cult?”
 
    
 
   “Fucked if I know,” Cowboy said.  His gaze seemed to slip slightly.  He was just as tired as I was, maybe more so.  “By the time I reached the body, it was completely unrecognisable; the magic had burned it all to a crisp.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll let you two chat for a while,” Aylia said, suddenly.  “Can you point me towards the little girls room?”
 
    
 
   “Down there,” Cowboy said.  He watched as she slipped out the door.  “You do know who she is, don’t you?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” I said, flatly.  I had expected that question sooner or later.  “I’m stuck with her for the moment.”
 
    
 
   “I bet that that’s not a problem,” Cowboy said.  He gave me a smile that was almost a leer.  “Fond of her, are you?”
 
    
 
   I ignored the sally.  “I could use your advice,” I admitted, and outlined what we’d discovered so far.  I carefully avoided mentioning either the Beauty Stone or the Faerie weapon, but I told him everything else.  “I don’t know where to go now.”
 
    
 
   “Pixie Dust,” Cowboy repeated.  He made a big show of stroking his chin.  I don’t know why he bothered shaving in the morning.  It was probably something to do with his lunatic self-image.  “I don’t know many small dealers who would have access to more than a tiny handful.  The damned stuff is so illegal that most dealers would prefer not to have anything to do with the stuff.  I don’t think that even Faye himself could have obtained such vast amounts.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe not,” I said.  Was Faye ruthless enough to have the dust prepared for him specially?  Perhaps he was.  Perhaps not.  “Is there anyone who might be able to obtain it?”
 
    
 
   “It’s not easy to go hunting Pixies here,” Cowboy said.  He looked up at his map and scowled, before picking up a cigarette, lighting it with a glance and taking a long puff.  “We have a dozen groups trying to prevent people from preying on the poor helpless magical creatures” – we shared a grin; the helpless magical creatures accounted for hundreds of hunters every year – “and it’s not the safest of professions.  I’d say that the stuff probably came in from overseas, maybe from China or Thailand.  It could have come from Latin America, but the political situation wouldn’t allow them to hunt safely.”
 
    
 
   “The hunters could probably buy the country,” I said, sourly.  It hadn’t been that long since I’d lost a known criminal to Peru after he’d bribed a few high-ranking government officers.  The bastard was still living large on his takings while I’d been embarrassed publicly.  “Even so, getting it into the country wouldn’t be easy…”
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” Cowboy said.  “Have you thought about the Hole in the Wall?”
 
    
 
   I swore.  The Hole in the Wall was forbidden territory to Guardians, although we had actually sent several agents in at one time or another.  It was a pocket dimension that, unlike most other pocket dimensions, wasn't connected permanently to a single location on Earth.  The Wizard who’d created it had promptly declared it a free and independent nation and opened up shop to anyone who wanted to buy and sell anything.  No Government in the world had been able to do anything about it…and most of them were quite happy to allow them to continue trading unmolested.  It was the last place in the world I would consider taking Aylia, at least until she had been properly trained.
 
    
 
   “It’s the most likely place for the stuff,” Cowboy added.  “Failing that…what about Maxwell?”
 
    
 
   I considered it.  Maxwell was a sorcerer with a heavy line in various potions.  He had probable connections to the Hole in the Wall – we believed that he was the damned place’s representative in North America – but no one had been able to prove anything.  He might not have been the most powerful magician in the world, but his connections ensured that very few would dare to annoy him, unless they were backed by a stronger power.
 
    
 
   “That might be the best place to look,” I said.  I frowned.  There was no way that we would get a warrant to search his house.  Even if we did, we would be unable to prevent him from destroying all the evidence before we managed to seize it.  Any magician involved with criminal activity knows to keep the evidence in a pocket dimension and destroy it – wiping the evidence completely from existence – before allowing it to fall into our hands.  A truth spell might work, but someone with the power to create a pocket dimension could shrug one off with ease.  “Perhaps…”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps you should ask yourself if you trust your girlfriend,” Cowboy added, firmly.  “Do you think that she can be trusted?”
 
    
 
   “I like her,” I admitted.  It was more than that, I privately confessed to myself.  “I wish I knew…”
 
    
 
   “Put her under a hypnotic spell,” Cowboy suggested.  “If she refuses to undergo the spell, she’s hiding something.”
 
    
 
   “So is most of the population,” I replied, crossly.  There were very few people who liked undergoing hypnotic spells and surrendering all control of themselves to someone else.  “Why don’t you keep your advice to yourself?”
 
    
 
   “And then who would benefit?”  Cowboy asked.  “Why don’t you…?”
 
    
 
   He broke off as an alarm sounded in the room.  “Shit,” he announced grimly.  A red light was pulsing on the map.  “We’ve got trouble.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   What is the reward for doing a good job?  A harder job.
 
   -Anon
 
    
 
   Aylia came running back into the room.
 
    
 
   “What’s that noise?”  She asked, wiping her hands on a paper towel.  “What’s happening?”
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure yet,” Cowboy said.  He stepped over to the crystal ball and glared into the formless mists.  “Oh, hell.  There’s a freaking monster heading out of the Magical Mile into the city, smashing all in front of it.”
 
    
 
   “Too many Godzilla movies for someone,” I decided.  If nothing else, tackling it would be a distraction from everything else.  “Can’t the police stop it?”
 
    
 
   “They’re still arguing about what should be done about it,” Cowboy said.  For a moment, his face twisted with helpless rage.  “God damn the Mayor and his cronies!”
 
    
 
   “We’ll deal with it,” I said, standing up.  The Faerie weapon felt heavy in my pocket.  The vast majority of supernatural creatures have some immunity to conventional weapons, but not all of them…and I would bet that the Faerie weapon could still hurt them.  “Aylia, I want you to remain here.”
 
    
 
   Aylia stared at me.  “But…”
 
    
 
   “No buts, not now,” I said.  “You promised to do as I said and this is going to be dangerous enough for the two of us.  I can’t deal with the creature while I’m worrying about you too.”
 
    
 
   “I could put you in one of my cells if you want,” Cowboy added.  I gave him a look that said, very clearly, shut up.  He ignored it magnificently.  “You may see the creature anyway.  It’s coming this way.”
 
    
 
   “Come on, then,” I said, and turned for the door.  “Aylia, stay here, please.”
 
    
 
   I heard the screams as soon as I stepped outside.  New Yorkers love a spectacle – there had been brave souls watching as I prepared to face the Voodoo Cultists – but this was something else.  I could hear a loud roaring in the distance, a sound that spoke to the part of the human soul that feared and hated the darkness, and flinched.  I wanted to escape, to flee…and only the thought of my duty kept me from running.   Well, that…and I doubted that I could outrun the creature, whatever it was, anyway.
 
    
 
   A horse cantered past me and I stared.  “Come on, you varmint,” Cowboy shouted, as he headed off into the distance.  “Last one there’s a rotten egg.”
 
    
 
   “So that’s the famous Trigger,” I muttered, rolling my eyes.  The horse might have been magically enhanced, or it might have been merely intelligent, for it jumped and weaved between the cars and civilians without risking any of them.  It was a magnificent beast, I decided, but I wouldn’t have dared do half the idiotic stunts he was trying…and performing magnificently.  He seemed to pause on the top of a massive bus, the passengers turning to stare, before the horse pranced off the bus and onwards.  There was no way that that had been achieved without magic.
 
    
 
   I concentrated, summoning an aversion spell around myself, and started to run after Cowboy.  The aversion spell isn’t easy to perform, but there was little choice.  I ran right through the oncoming flood of terrified people and somehow I was never where they were.  From my point of view, cars and buses seemed to hop out of my way, allowing me a straight line towards the screams.  Whatever was going on wasn't getting any better.  I don’t know why I was even pretending to be surprised about that.
 
    
 
   They sent the monster after us, I thought.  I knew it, with all the certainty of a new convert to a religion.  The Voodoo Cult, perhaps, or maybe one of the other major players trying to make a point.  It had to be someone fairly major.  A single magician, no matter how powerful, wouldn’t want to piss off the Guardians like that, unless he was completely mad.  What the hell do they want?
 
    
 
   I remembered Brother Andrew’s comments about Faye’s new research into magic and felt cold.  Had Faye been researching something new and very dangerous?  Had he sacrificed his own daughter to summon something up out of Hell, or down from Heaven?  If Brother Andrew hadn’t said that Cecelia was alive, I would have wondered…or was the Sensitive wrong?  They weren't all-knowing, merely very observant and magically perceptive.  And…something very powerful had interfered with Brother Andrew’s attempt to use his gift.  Had Faye summoned something that had turned on him?
 
    
 
   The crowds of fleeing civilians vanished suddenly as I turned the corner and stopped dead.  The creature was sniffing at a trapped bus, preying away at the handful of terrified passengers, playing with them like a cat plays with a mouse.  It didn’t seem deterred by the sealed bus…or perhaps the bus wasn't sealed after all; it had definitely been heavily damaged by the impact.  The entire street looked as if Godzilla had come to call and, looking at the creature, I wondered if that wasn't too far wrong.  It was smaller, but just as destructive.
 
    
 
   It looked, at first, like a giant dinosaur.  There were some dinosaurs these days – they’d stumbled into Faerie and had been preserved like flies in amber – but they were very rare, mostly because of hunters making them rarer.  As I looked closer, I realised that it was more of a framework of a dinosaur, one formed out of snake-like creatures that someone had bound together.  I could see their red eyes glinting as their combined form lurched and ground around the bus.  It was only a matter of time until it broke in and started to devour the trapped people.
 
    
 
   “All right, you idiot,” I said, looking around for Cowboy.  “Where are you?”
 
    
 
   “Up here, you varmint,” Cowboy shouted.  Somehow – it had to have been magic – he and Trigger had reached the top of a medium-sized block.  The windows were crammed with people staring at the monster, but I doubted they could see the madman on the horse.  “Come and get me if you think you’re hard enough!”
 
    
 
   The monster reared up to face him and howled a challenge.  I had never heard anything like it before.  It was a strange combination of a hiss and a roar.  It was also thoroughly terrifying.  Cowboy drew his six-shooters in one smooth motion, pointed them vaguely in the creature’s direction, and opened fire.  Like my gun, his weapons were charmed; no matter how often he fired, he would never run out of bullets.  They were also iron-jacketed bullets.  Nine out of ten supernatural creatures don’t like them.
 
    
 
   “Damn,” I muttered.  Cowboy, despite his casual pose, was hitting the creature, but it didn’t seem to be affected.  It wasn't looking at me for the moment and I took the risk of peering at it through my Sixth Sense.  It wasn't just the snakes; it was held together by a powerful binding spell, providing a guiding mind that forced it onwards.  I probed onwards for a weakness, finding nothing, but hints of demonic activity.  Someone had put the monster together just for us.  “I wonder if…”
 
    
 
   The monster took a step backwards under the onslaught, hunched down, and leapt into the air.  It didn’t seem possible that it could leap so high, but it did, easily reaching the roof that Cowboy was occupying.  Trigger leapt without him saying a word, leaping right over to the other side of the road, but the monster didn’t seem to care.  Unlike the dragon beforehand – I looked up in hopes of seeing it again, but saw nothing – its weight was starting to topple the building.  The designers probably hadn’t anticipated having to handle the weight of a monster when it had been built.  The monster leapt again, leaving the building to start to collapse behind it, trying to catch Cowboy.  I shuddered.  This was not going to end well.
 
    
 
   “Cowboy, get down here,” I shouted.  Two collapsing buildings were putting hundreds of lives at risk.  We should be trying to get the entire area evacuated – the NYPD were already setting up barriers and urging people to flee – but it was already too far out of hand.  “We need to think of something else!”
 
    
 
   I snapped up my pistol as the monster leapt overhead and fired twice.  As far as I could tell, my shots had no effect on the creature, but it twisted somehow and ended up glaring down at me.  It was far from human, I realised; it seemed to flow down the building and ended up in the road, reaching out for me.  It wasn't a real creature, just something a mad sorcerer had created from the snakes, but that wasn't a consolation.  It was going to try to kill me.
 
    
 
   “Motherfucker,” Cowboy shouted, and snapped his hand down.  A pulse of magic struck the creature and sent it staggering backwards.  The spells that bound it together adapted within seconds, but for a moment, it seemed dazed.  “Hit it, now!”
 
    
 
   I focused and unleashed a blast of raw magic of my own.  It should have disrupted the monster, perhaps caused it to collapse back into individual snakes, but very little happened.  Cowboy shouted an incantation aloud and flames roared up around the creature, reminding me of the dragon, but it seemed unaffected.  The spells that had created it were feeding off the magic we were spitting at it.
 
    
 
   Cowboy and Trigger landed next to me.  The horse wasn't even breathing hard.  “That bastard needs to be plugged full of lead,” Cowboy said.  It was staring at us, but it wasn't making any hostile moves.  I didn’t dare try to sneak another peek at it though my Sixth Sense – it might have been lethal if it had struck while I was distracted – but I didn’t dare assume that it was hurt.  We’d both shot it with iron-jacketed bullets to no affect.  Something would disrupt the spells, but what?  “We should try to cage it?”
 
    
 
   I nodded.  A magical cage really required three Guardians – it wasn't as if we were trying to contain a ghost instead of a physical form – but we were alone.  If Aylia had been with us, we still wouldn’t have been able to use her to form the cage.  She lacked the experience and probably the knowledge as well.
 
    
 
   “No choice,” I said.  I looked down the street and saw dozens of armed men.  I knew with a sick certainty that they wouldn’t be enough.  The bastard who had created and unleashed the monster would be responsible for the deaths of thousands of citizens.  If it had been sent after Aylia and I, it would rip half the city apart to get at us.  “We just need a distraction.”
 
    
 
   Cowboy lifted his weapons into the air and threw them towards the monster.  It eyed them suspiciously as they levelled out and swooped towards it, before they opened fire, blowing great chunks of flesh out of the monster’s body.  I was impressed – although, naturally, I would never tell him anything of the sort – and not a little disturbed.  If you give a weapon – or anything – a mind, it might decide, one day, that it doesn’t need you any more.  I hoped to God that Cowboy had done his spells properly.
 
    
 
   He smiled, apparently unaware of my thoughts.  “Will that do?”
 
 
   “Just about,” I said.  “Now?”
 
    
 
   We clasped hands briefly, squeezed tight, and then separated, walking away from each other to encircle the monster.  There was little magic in the air for the monster to detect – if it could detect magic, which was quite possible – but that would change once the cage was completed.  In magic, the symbol of a cage was a cage, once we had charged it with magic.  If we could complete the cage before we were disturbed, nothing, not god or demon or elder creature, would be able to break out.  I rather suspected that we could even trap a dragon.
 
    
 
   I could see Cowboy’s face, calm and composed despite his worry, and hoped that I looked half as good.  It was shocking to realise that Cowboy was actually five years younger than me – barely twenty-three – and he was already starting his decline.  We just didn’t have enough Guardians, I remembered Wilkinson saying, but how could we find and train more?  The job killed most of us within ten years.  I pushed the thought aside and concentrated on the cage, feeling the shadowy magic shimmering into existence…
 
    
 
   And then a reporter ran right through the cage and started to take pictures of the monster.  It roared in outrage, lashing out with its claws and slicing the unfortunate reporter to shreds, even as the cage shattered and fell back out of existence.  I swore aloud as the monster lunged at me and I teleported away, bare microseconds before it ripped me apart.  A moment later, it lashed out with its long tail and sent Cowboy flying down the street towards the NYPD lines.  He would be safe, I hoped – his protections should hold up under even that battering – but he was definitely out of the fight for the moment.  Somehow, I was unsurprised to see Trigger racing down the street towards his master, leaving me all alone.  The monster turned and stared at me.  I could see no real eyes, nothing that the guiding intelligence could use to look at me, but I knew it was watching…and it hated.  It wanted me dead for intensely personal reasons.
 
    
 
   It must be connected with the case, I thought.  My thoughts were somehow very clear as the monster advanced on me.  It knew that there was nowhere to run any longer.  I could have teleported away, but that would have left New York at its mercy.  Whoever sent this thing after me wants to stop me, permanently.  What the hell do they think I know?
 
    
 
   My hand reached my pocket and drew the Faerie weapon.  It felt warm in my hand, somehow urging me to use it and destroy the abomination, but I pushed the voice aside.  I needed to think clearly, but I could barely focus.  The spells that had created the monster were reaching out to attack me.  Just for an instant, I felt a moment of true despair.  What was there in the world that was worth living for?  Soldiers had other soldiers, their wives had other wives, but what did we Guardians have?  We fought and died and no one mourned our passing.
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, aloud.  It was a declaration.  My anger shaped the Faerie weapon into a long spear, which I used to slice into the monster.  It howled as magic cascaded around the spear, trying to heal the creature, but the spear was implacable.  The Faerie had created it as a weapon of war and it knew no limits.  “I will not allow it to end this way.  After all I’ve seen, after all I’ve done…I will not let myself die!”
 
    
 
   The creature exploded into a storm of snakes.  I felt, just on the edge of my mind, the guiding intelligence die.  The snakes might not have been harmless – knowing the kind of mind that could create the monster in the first place, they were probably deadly poisonous – but for the moment, they weren't my concern.  Stripped of their magic, they could be destroyed by New York’s pest control, or fight it out with the various other secrets under New York for dominance.  There’s supposed to be a whole tribe of magically-enhanced turtles in the sewers and it wouldn’t surprise me for a moment.
 
    
 
   “Fuck,” I said, and slumped.  The next thing I remember clearly was Cowboy splashing water over my face.  “Just…fuck.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe the Mayor will give you a personal handjob,” Cowboy said.  He sounded unusually grim.  Being thrown through the air hadn’t fazed him, but something else had stopped him in his tracks.  It took me a moment, through the haze, to realise that it was the spear.  “What is that thing?”
 
    
 
   “Classified,” I said, pulling myself to my feet.  My legs staggered under me and threatened to collapse, but I managed to remain upright.  One of the advantages of being a Guardian is that I heal very quickly, assuming that I had a chance to call on my magic to speed the process up.  “Trust me on this, Cowboy; you don’t want to know.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure,” Cowboy said.  I saw him glance uneasily at the spear and I was sure he’d taken a look at it through his own Sixth Sense.  He would probably guess its origin.  Nothing any human could make, even Faye’s group of researchers and theorists, would be like the spear.  “Do you want to stay and be photographed, or do you want to go back to your girl?”
 
    
 
   “Back to the station,” I said.  Cowboy whistled and Trigger cantered over.  “You’re joking.”
 
    
 
   “Not at all,” Cowboy said.  He helped me to clamber onto the horse, where I clung on for dear life.  “Giddy up, girl!”
 
    
 
   I’ll draw a veil over the ride back to the station, but the look that Aylia gave me made it all worthwhile.  I really don’t understand what some people see in horses – why use a horse when magic or more mundane cars will do – but it might have come in handy.  I didn’t want any photographers capturing images of me, even though the vague glamour that is intended to prevent any such thing should have ensured that they couldn’t.  We’re already more public than anyone would prefer, including us.
 
    
 
   “You saved the city,” Cowboy said.  “Still, I trust you do understand why I want the pair of you out of here?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” I said, shaking my head.  I couldn’t blame him really.  If someone was determined enough to put all of New York at risk to get at me, he wouldn’t want me around.  “You don’t want me cramping your style.”
 
    
 
   “You wish,” Cowboy said.  He gave Aylia a smile he probably practiced in front of the mirror.  It didn’t make him look anything like Roy Rogers, which was probably a relief, although I wasn't sure for whom.  “I hope to see you again, my dear.”
 
    
 
   I bit down the response that came to mind – something about threatening to fill him full of lead – and smiled.  “I may need your help later,” I said, cheerfully.  “I have a robbery to plan.  Did I tell you I once thought that I’d make a highly successful criminal?”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   “My dear fellow, I have given it every consideration. I am never precipitate in my actions, nor would I adopt so energetic and, indeed, so dangerous a course, if any other were possible.  Let us look at the matter clearly and fairly. I suppose that you will admit that the action is morally justifiable, though technically criminal. To burgle his house is no more than to forcibly take his pocketbook -- an action in which you were prepared to aid me.”
 
   -Sherlock Holmes
 
    
 
   “You have got to be joking,” Aylia said, when we reached my house.  I could have left her with Cowboy, but he wouldn’t have wanted her company for long, let alone leave her alone in his house.  Besides, I wasn’t sure I would have trusted him with her for very long.  “Are even you Guardians allowed to burgle a house at will?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, flatly.  I was on the verge of committing a crime, merely in pursuit of a greater good.   It was a moral line that other Guardians had crossed and not all had returned from…and it was not something we normally discussed with our superiors.  The vision of a small child, helpless and alone, drove me on, but what would happen if I were caught?  The entire service would be put at risk.  Wilkinson would have to denounce me as a rogue operative and every man’s hand would be against me.  “We have some permission to intervene if things look like getting out of hand, but we can’t break into a residence without proof…”
 
    
 
   I had already considered trying to find grounds for a search warrant, but I knew Maxwell by reputation – I wasn’t the first Guardian to have looked for that proof – and it wouldn’t be easy.  Magic adds an extra dimension to criminal activities; it was possible to ensure that no one would go running to the police, or keep out any police surveillance systems.  The hell of it was that Maxwell probably had plenty of links to various governmental services himself – his legend included freelance work for the CIA, which resents our dominance of the magical world – and his allies would provide him with plenty of warning if I started applying for a warrant.  It would be a robbery – a thoroughly illegal search of his house – or nothing.
 
    
 
   It was hard to justify it, even to myself.  Maxwell was one of the more quirky characters in the magical world, a man who was a better researcher, alchemist and potions-brewer than a magician.  His early research into the use of magic had rivalled Vincent Faye, but he’d somehow gone off the rails and become involved with various semi-legal and outright-illegal syndicates.  They had paid him handsomely for his work – nothing was ever proven, of course – and even if he had no blood on his hands himself, he had certainly helped others to commit murder, or worse.  The more I wondered about it, the more I asked myself if Maxwell had created a device or technique for slipping through heavy wards; he might even have been present when Cecelia had been kidnapped.  What if she was trapped somewhere within his house?
 
    
 
   “You’re not going alone,” Aylia said, firmly.  “I’m definitely coming with you.”
 
    
 
   My heart went out to her – she was volunteering to share a prison cell with me if we were caught – but I couldn’t allow her to come with me.  It would ruin her life permanently if we were caught – along with her chance to apply for Guardianship – but what if she was working for the enemy, or her father?  If she came with me, she would have plenty of chances to sound the alarm and see us both caught and disgraced.  I couldn’t take the risk.
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, shaking my head.  She looked rebellious, but I remained firm.  “I need you to stay in the house and not go anywhere.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t have anywhere to go,” Aylia said.  “Glass…”
 
    
 
   I reflected that Varsha would probably be quite happy to take her out clubbing somewhere, but we couldn’t allow her to leave.  She didn’t have a cell phone with her – I had checked that when I had brought her into my house for the first time – and without one, would be unable to send a warning message to anyone.  The wards would prevent her from sending a message by magic.  She was as isolated as she could be without transfiguring her into something helpless and immobile.
 
    
 
   “You’ll be fine,” I said.  I knew how she felt – if she felt something real at all – but I didn’t dare take her with me.  It wasn’t something that she could handle.  I considered, just briefly, calling Cowboy and begging for help, but the bastard would have gloated over it.  Besides, if we were caught, he’d just be dragged down with me.  “I have plenty of books in my library.  Read them and enjoy.  I’ll even test you on them afterwards.”
 
    
 
   Aylia snorted.  “Thank you,” she said.  I think she meant to sound disdainful, but she actually sounded worried.  “What do I do if you don’t return?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll be back,” I said, as dramatically as I could.  Aylia snorted again.  I wasn’t going to admit it, yet, but I’d already recorded a message for the Guardians.  If I didn’t return – and, although I didn’t want to admit it, it was a possibility – they would take steps to deal with the situation.  Wilkinson and our superiors wouldn’t be happy, but they’d see the urgency and work to prevent a catastrophe.  Aylia herself would be offered Guardian training – once she’d passed a truth test – and I had no doubt she’d pass.  “You’ll be fine.”
 
    
 
   “Hah,” Aylia said, and leaned forward.  She caught me and pulled me forward.  There was a brief moment when our lips touched, a kiss promising everything, all in its proper time.  I felt my arms enfold her and her body quivering against mine.  It would have been easy to push matters further, but there was no time.  It was already twilight.  “Glass…”
 
    
 
   “I know,” I said.  Her face was streaked with tears.  I was tempted, so very tempted, to drop everything and take her to bed, but duty called.  Everyone else would laugh, but duty is a harsh mistress for us.  There’s no one else who can pick up the slack if we dropped it.  “I’ll be back, I promise.”
 
    
 
   I left her there and walked out to the teleport pad, taking a moment to manipulate the wards as I did so.  It probably wasn’t necessary, but out of long habit I had waited until I was alone before I started to work on them.  The wards were configured for me personally and, in theory, no one would be able to alter them without my consent, even on the inside.  Given enough time, someone like Cowboy would be able to take down the wards, but that would still take him hours, perhaps weeks. I felt my mind mesh with the wards and I made a handful of alterations.  Aylia would be unable to leave, or call outside, for several days.  If I died, the wards would remain in place, but switch their allegiance to Varsha.  The house would belong to her, along with my handful of possessions.  Aylia, however, would be able to stay there as long as she liked.
 
    
 
   I wonder who’s doing who the favour, I thought, absently.  I was delaying myself and knew it.  I might have put on a confident face for Aylia, but I knew just how dangerous this was likely to prove.  I hesitated, confronting my doubts, and then stepped forward onto the teleport pad.  A second later, I was elsewhere…
 
    
 
   Maxwell lived on the outskirts of Washington, in a house that looked as if it had been built for a Duke, or perhaps a Prince.  The business-political class in Washington have a habit of building or buying the largest mansions they can, just to show off their wealth and power to everyone beneath them.  I rather doubted that Maxwell fell into the same income brackets as his neighbours, but no one would probably have made a fuss.  They wouldn’t have wanted to make an enemy of a magician lightly; besides, most of them probably used his services at one time or another.  The onrushing dusk fell around me and I muttered a handful of charms under my breath.  The shadows would conceal me from almost everyone.  A second charm, a far more complex one, would make it much harder for any technical system to detect my presence.
 
    
 
   Like most magicians, Maxwell had built a wall surrounding his property, but it was low and easy to scale.  A crack team of Special Forces would have been over the wall and into the garden in microseconds – it took me a couple of minutes to find a place I could scramble over and get into the garden – but they would have run smack into the wards.  I found a convenient place to perch and opened my sixth sense, feeling for the wards.  I knew they were waiting for me.
 
    
 
   There, I thought.  The first ward seemed translucent to my senses, but then…it wasn’t particularly dangerous.  Even a dark sorcerer like Maxwell knew better than to kill anyone without very good cause, particularly in such a wealthy neighbourhood.  The first ward did nothing, but urge anyone who didn’t have legitimate business to leave, or perhaps to run for their lives as if the devil himself was after them.  I could feel it pushing at me, creating a tingle of chilling apprehension that threatened to blossom into outright panic and flight, but I dismissed it.  It could be beaten with nothing more than an act of will.  It wouldn’t even notice that it had failed.
 
    
 
   I smiled to myself.  One of Vincent Faye’s many fortunes had come from producing magical devices that could project similar wards for just about anyone, magical or mundane.  They were very popular, particularly the ones intended to drive away door-to-door salesmen; they worked better than aggressive signs or loudly-barking dogs.  If I understood Maxwell’s ward correctly – and I couldn’t see anything contradicting me – he wouldn’t have bothered to rig it with any alarms.  People passing too close on the outside of the wall would feel the effects.  It was the inner wards that would be more dangerous.
 
    
 
   It took me a moment to discern the second ward and when I did, I smiled.  Maxwell clearly wasn’t taking any more chances with his security.  The second ward was configured to freeze anyone who touched it in a moment where time didn’t pass, rendering escape impossible.  The poor victim wouldn’t have a second to realise that something had gone wrong before he found himself a prisoner, or dead.  I was impressed by the level of power he had in place, backing the ward, but it was easy to sidestep once I knew what I was dealing with.  I took a breath, pulled a tiny hint of magic around me, and stepped through the ward.  That trap had been intended for street thugs and professional thieves, I realised, not for magical enemies.  It was too brute force, hardly subtle enough to trap a real enemy.
 
    
 
   Interesting, I thought, and peered ahead of me.  It seemed safest to flit through the woodland he’d put in at one side of his estate, but any experienced magician would know better.  There could be anything lurking in the shadows, waiting for the sun to set fully before it came out and started to hunt.  Maxwell was just crazy enough to have formed an alliance with a supernatural creature – or a pack of supernatural creatures – and offer them food in exchange for guard duties.  The lawn was open and exposed, but it was the safest way to the house.  I scanned it quickly with my senses and saw nothing, apart from an obscene garden gnome.  It caught my eye and I checked it, finding nothing.
 
    
 
   I studied the lawn one final time and then started to walk across it, relying on a small charm to keep from triggering any land mines or other unpleasant surprises.   I couldn’t see Maxwell deciding to outfit his lawn with land mines, but if he were really determined to keep out intruders, it would have been the way to go.  No one would question his decision, not here; the police were probably paid ‘bonuses’ by the residents to take the right side in any disagreement.  I’d heard truly unpleasant rumours from some of the richer families and, so far, there had been no official investigation.
 
    
 
   The lawn felt soft and very welcoming under my feet.  It felt so soft that I was tempted to take off my shoes and walk with my bare feet, and indeed I was halfway towards doing so when I caught myself.  I’d been wishing I had brought Aylia so we could have romped on the lawn and what did that have to do with searching the house?  The flash of alarm I’d felt caused me to step back.  I’d been concentrating so hard on magical traps that I’d missed the greatest danger of all.  The entire damned lawn was seeded with Faerie grass!
 
    
 
   Shit, I thought.  Faerie grass may not actually have anything to do with the Faerie, but it was found near all of their Mounds, apart from the one in New York.  The unwary, those who wander into the groves without taking precautions, find themselves reduced to childhood; mentally, then physically.  If I’d kept breathing in the fumes much longer, I would have started to wander rather than continue my mission…and Maxwell would have had me.  It took everything I had, but I managed to summon enough magic to clear the air around me, barely.  Maxwell’s trap had almost caught me.
 
    
 
   I marked it down as a lesson and continued forward, watching carefully for other surprises.  The third ward rose up in front of me just at the edge of the lawn and I studied it carefully.  Maxwell’s sense of humour had struck again, I realised; the third ward had been placed perfectly, where someone trying to escape the Faerie grass would have blundered right into it.  It was also tied to some very dangerous magical spells.  I couldn’t quite fathom what would happen if I triggered the ward, but I was sure that it would be something unpleasant.  Anyone who made it this far would be a dangerous enemy.
 
    
 
   It took me more magic to clear my mind enough to concentrate on the ward, but there was little choice.  The Faerie grass had reduced my ability to focus on my magic; the fumes had actually melted part of my ego.  All magic-users had a very strong sense of self – those who didn’t tended to die very quickly, often spectacularly – as it was central to carrying out the more complex spells.  It explained, I suspected, why so many magic-users ended up so full of themselves.  They lost the ability to draw the distinction between what they wanted and what they had a right to have.
 
    
 
   Clever, I thought, as I studied the ward.  It was simple, too simple, and I checked again and again until I located the second set of spells backing up the first.  If I had stepped through the first set, the second set would have caught me and triggered the ward.  I studied it carefully, taking my time, until I was sure that I could neutralise both sets…and then stepped forward.  Nothing sprang out to try to kill me, so I relaxed slightly.  It was nearly a fatal mistake.  The fourth and final ward was right in front of me.
 
    
 
   I froze.  The difference between this ward and the others was that it was linked to Maxwell personally.  Very few magic-users would risk placing their defences in someone else’s hands – the Circle did, but then, the Circle had a full-time Warden – which accounted for the relative simplicity of the wards. Faye’s defences had included wards created by most of the wizards who worked for him, all linked into the house defences, even if they weren’t all linked to him personally.  Maxwell wasn’t his own Warden.  If he had been, he would never have been able to leave his house.
 
    
 
   I’d checked, but we had no idea where he was.  He might have been inside – although the house was dark and silent – or he might have been on the other side of the world.  It was just another risk I would have to take, although Maxwell wasn’t a fully-trained combat sorcerer.  Deprived of his wards, I should be able to take him, but the final ward was going to be a killer.
 
    
 
   I could have broken it with ease, except that would have set off all kinds of alarms and unpleasant surprises.  I couldn’t trick it completely.  I had to convince it that nothing was wrong, even as I stepped through it.  Think of it as a person humming a tune.  The slightest discordant note would set off the alarm.  I stepped closer, pulling my own magic around me, and stepped into the ward.  A moment later, I was through…and nothing seemed to be sounding the alarm.
 
    
 
   A Warden would never have let me get away with that, but Maxwell wasn’t a Warden.  A Warden would have sensed the bump in the ward as I slipped through, but the spells governing the ward hadn’t picked up on it at all.  No one would have risked creating a new magical intelligence, not when humans were so cheap.  I took a moment to catch my breath and then turned my attention to the side door.  After everything I’d already done, it was easy to pick the lock, although I checked to ensure that there were no mechanical alarm systems waiting for the unwary.  The best defences are those that share magical and mundane systems.
 
    
 
   And then I was inside the house.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, "it is morally justifiable so long as our object is to take no articles save those which are used for an illegal purpose.”
 
   “Exactly. Since it is morally justifiable, I have only to consider the question of personal risk. Surely a gentleman should not lay much stress upon this, when a lady is in most desperate need of his help?”
 
   -Sherlock Holmes and Doctor Watson
 
    
 
   It was as dark and silent as the grave.
 
    
 
   I reached out with my senses and carefully probed around me.  It was unlikely that Maxwell would have set any more wards inside the house, but if he were a paranoid son of a bitch – and he was – he probably had rigged other traps for the unwary.  He would have known that his wards weren’t perfect against any really determined opponent and, if he weren’t in the house, he would have known that his enemies might take the opportunity and try to rob him.  Anything that was really important would almost certainly be booby-trapped.
 
    
 
   One of the advantages of Guardian training is a near-perfect memory.  I had studied the plans of Maxwell’s house – we’d recovered them from the builders after Maxwell first came to our attention – and I knew exactly where to go.  Ideally, I would have had an entire team of searchers, but it was just me, so I’d have to check the most likely places to hide a child first.  If Maxwell had taken some care, he could have hidden her in a pocket dimension or somewhere else I wouldn’t have a hope of finding her, but I suspected that he wouldn’t have bothered.  If, of course, he had the child in the first place.  I had to remind myself that that hadn’t been proven at all, yet.  The second objective, confirming that the Pixie Dust had come from Maxwell, would take longer.  I fixed my position in my head, muttered a charm under my breath, and smiled as my night vision suddenly improved a thousand-fold.  It was like walking in the middle of an old black and white movie, with only hints of colour, but I could see perfectly.  I would have to force myself to remember that no one else could see me, unless they were using the same spell.
 
    
 
   I smiled and slipped off down the corridor.  It was easy to remember some of the more unusual aspects of my training now, including the lecture we’d had from one of the world’s more famous thieves.  He hadn’t been a greedy bastard, or someone trying to feed his starving family, but someone who’d done it for the thrill of outwitting the most capable security systems on Earth.  He’d finally tried to burgle the Circle and had been caught by the wards, although – despite lacking magic himself – he had managed to get through half of them before he’d been caught.  It had been a salutary lesson to us all.
 
    
 
   “Confidence is everything in every activity,” he’d said.  “If you try to sneak around, convinced that you have no right to be there, you will be caught.  I have escaped from policemen who should have caught me three times…because I fitted in and looked like I belonged.  If you walk around as if you own the place, policemen will hesitate before confronting you.  If you look like a crook, they will quite happily have the handcuffs on before you can protest your innocence.  Confidence is everything.”
 
    
 
   I’d taken his point.  Most criminals made mistakes because they were terrified of being caught.  I wasn’t so concerned myself.  Now I was through the wards, I could probably bring them crashing down from the inside, or even outfight Maxwell in a magical duel.  I pushed my confidence down just enough to prevent me from becoming overconfident and strode down the corridor.  The carpet seemed to soak up the noise of my footsteps, leaving me surrounded by a curtain of uneasy silence.
 
    
 
   The magic level spiked suddenly and I froze, prepared to fight or retreat, but it merely swept over my concealing glamour and vanished in the distance.  I relaxed and smiled to myself.  It was little more than a probing field, hunting for anything that didn’t belong, and it was easy to fool.  The problem with wards is that they’re not that clever.  Make them too sensitive and they’ll scream at the slightest hint of a problem; make them too discriminating and someone who works out the key will be able to slip through without any trouble at all.  The Pentagon had once set up a ward where everyone who carried a Pentagon ID was allowed through without question.  The ward had been fooled when someone had had their ID stolen and used by an intelligence agent.  He hadn’t even been told that it was that important, so it had gone unreported for a weekend.  Too late.
 
    
 
   I stepped through a heavy door and into a different corridor, one running towards the rear of the building.  It was decorated with animal heads, trophies of Maxwell’s hunts, including several that were definitely on the Endangered Species List.  I saw a tiger and a lion, before stopping dead as I took in a troll and what looked like a very ugly cousin to a dragon.  I felt a moment’s pity for the troll – it might have looked human, but it was really nothing more than a caveman – although not that much.  Trolls were known for their cruelty and their taste for human flesh.  I walked onwards, checking each of the heads carefully, and shook my head inwardly.  Maxwell would probably have an alibi, of course; it wasn’t illegal to own the trophies, merely to hunt the poor creatures.  I wondered if Maxwell himself had hunted them, or if he had merely bought the trophies afterwards.  His record suggested that he was not a man of action.
 
    
 
   Dear God, I thought, as I took in the final trophy.  It was a stuffed centaur.  The creature might have once looked magnificent – there is far more to them than a man’s head and a horse’s body – but in death, it was merely morbid.  I don’t like centaurs very much – very few people do who have to spend time with them – but I doubted that the stuffed one had deserved such a fate.  Who would go hunting a centaur?  They might not have been as dangerous as dragons, but they weren’t easy prey either.  Hell, there was only one lure that humans could use…
 
    
 
   I pushed that thought out of my mind as I found the library.  Somehow, I wasn’t surprised to see several volumes of the same magical book I’d discovered back at the school, before Cecilia had been kidnapped.  Maxwell certainly had the knowledge and intelligence to write it, although I hadn’t had him on the list of suspects.  Like all alchemists, he’d developed long-standing habits of secrecy.  If anyone had known how he did what he did, his monopoly on certain types of magic would come to an end.  It was one of the reasons he – and others like him – disliked Faye.  He had managed to convince dozens of wizards to share their ideas and, by doing so, had built an empire.
 
    
 
   Could Maxwell have written it? I asked myself.  I had come hoping to solve one case, but instead…I had found a clue to another.  It looked, at first glance, more as if Maxwell had been studying the book himself, but that could be an illusion.  I had known more than a few writers in my time – there are several writers who made the jump to becoming magicians – and they had all been obsessed with their own work.  They would often admire it in private…and could Maxwell have been the same?
 
    
 
   I checked the shelves out of habit, but saw nothing else that stood out.  Maxwell, it seemed, had collected quite a library on mundane chemistry and other fields of study that an alchemist would have to know, but there was little unique or rare on the shelves.  Magical chemistry is as much about tempering the person involved as it is about producing the result and Maxwell would have known that there was little to know from those books.  It still suggested an enquiring mind.  He’d started out as a chemist, after all.
 
    
 
   The library door closed behind me as I slipped onwards to the stairs.  The designers had placed a single large stairwell in the building, one made in a rather gothic style that I suspected appealed to Maxwell’s sense of humour, and it was illuminated.  I lurked back in the shadows, trusting in my glamour to conceal my presence, as I felt around for someone else.  It was dangerous, like turning on a flashlight in a dark room, but there was no sign of a possible threat.  The lights merely glowed all the time.  I checked the stairs – magicians are fond of using stairs as a place for traps and other surprises – before I started to walk down them, step by step.  I was going right down into the basement.
 
    
 
   A dull red glow greeted me as I reached the bottom of the stairs…and, I saw, a shadowy creature standing there, waiting for intruders.  I could barely make any details out against the red glow – which might have been why the glow was there – but it was big and nasty.  I probed ahead, feeling magical chains that held it to the spot, but little else.  It wasn’t a beast that was defined by its own magic.  It reminded me more of the dark creatures that lived in caves deep under the mountains, preferring to stay away from humanity…although most of them liked a human snack from time to time.  I didn’t want to think about what they might be breeding with.  A thought struck me and I drew the Faerie weapon.  This time, it took on the shape of a tiny whistle.
 
    
 
   Here goes nothing, I thought, and started to play.  The weapon did the rest, playing a haunting tune that seemed to echo out ahead of me towards the beast.  It made my limbs feel leaden and heavy; the beast seemed to sigh, before settling down and falling asleep.  I gazed at the weapon with new respect.  I hadn’t known that it could do that, or even that it would work.  I had heard that a farmer up near the mountains had indeed used music to soothe the savage beast, but I hadn’t known that it would work on a tamed and charmed creature.  It had been a stroke of luck.  Up close, the beast looked strong enough to tear a man apart; it was as if someone had been cross-breeding dragons, trolls and humans.  The dragons would probably consider it an abomination.
 
    
 
   Cross-breeding magical creatures is illegal, I reminded myself, as I stepped onwards.  I would still have to prove that Maxwell had actually done it – instead of capturing the beast somewhere himself, perhaps up in the mountains – but it was something hopeful.  I hoped it would remain asleep as I stepped into the next room and stopped dead.  I had found Maxwell’s place of work.
 
    
 
   It looked, at first, like a fairly normal chemistry lab, but it was decorated with very personal items.  A handful of Witch Bitch pornographic magazines caught my eye and I smiled.  It confirmed some of my opinions about Maxwell’s sex life.  The Witch Bitches – yes, they call themselves that – cater to the extreme sadomasochist crowd, the men who want to be degraded and humiliated by women, and then keep coming back for more.  I once read an article that claimed that their customers wanted to put aside their normal lives and let mother give them a good spanking, before the hug that made it all better.  That might have been true, but the Witch Bitches were truly unpleasant.  To walk into their world was to grant them total power over you.
 
    
 
   I wonder if Maxwell used them or merely look at the pictures, I thought, as I examined the remainder of the lab.  It was largely beyond my comprehension.  Maxwell had been trying to do something, but what?  It would need an alchemist equal to Maxwell to sort out order from the chaos, but alchemy wasn’t my strong suit.  It looked, to my untrained eye, as if Maxwell had been trying to summon something, but what?  A set of chains made of cold iron on the wall caught my eye.  The only reason for using chains like that was to restrain a supernatural creature…
 
    
 
   The inner door looked like the way into a cell, I realised.  I stepped forward, convinced that there was something – maybe even Cecelia – alive in there, and opened the door.  It wasn’t complicated.  There weren’t even any binding spells on the door, just a set of bolts.  It opened at my touch and I peered inside.  Despite the night vision spell, for a moment it was as black as night…and then my vision cleared suddenly.  There was a body lying within the room.  As I watched, it opened pale yellow eyes and peered at me.
 
    
 
   Zombie, my mind screamed.  I readied a spell to vaporise it, but it just looked at me before closing its eyes again and going to sleep.  That was…odd.  A zombie normally wanted – needed – to eat brains, just to starve off its inevitable decay.  It would have quite happily have broken out of its chains by tearing off its hands to get at me, but instead…it had just gone back to sleep.  I stared, wondering just what Maxwell had done to it to make it like that, before I realised that it could have been Cecelia.  It wasn’t, thankfully, but it had definitely once been a young girl.  Now, of course, it was just a zombie.  My duty was to destroy it at once, but that would have revealed my presence.
 
    
 
   I went back through the lab, checked that the beast was still sleeping, and checked the next room.  It looked more like an office than anything else, but I could smell the faint taste of absolute madness in the air.  This was where Maxwell had dreamed his perverted dreams.  The desk was covered in papers, some of them barely legible and all of them disorganised.  Mrs Pringle would have had a heart attack if she had seen how badly Maxwell had treated his paperwork.  I bent down to examine it and blinked as I realised I was looking at a journal.  I checked quickly for any security charms and then bent down to read them…
 
    
 
   And, slowly, a pattern began to emerge.  Maxwell, like all magicians, was a supreme egoist.  He hadn’t bothered to worry about security so far down in his house.  If someone had broken in and seen everything else, particularly the zombie, he was dead anyway.  The papers were confused and badly out of sequence, but they told an odd story.  Maxwell had been hired by someone – he didn’t know who; they’d hidden themselves behind powerful glamour spells and he hadn’t been able to see though them, which grated – to obtain magical ingredients, including some that were illegal or very hard to obtain.  Money had been no object, somehow, and Maxwell had been paid millions for obtaining Unicorn Horn, Basilisk Blood, Dragon Skin and – I smiled when I realised what he’d done – tons of Pixie Dust.  It hadn’t been easy, but he’d complied…and the demands had just gotten more and more extreme.  Reading between the lines, I wondered if Maxwell had started to wonder just what he was actually becoming involved with…
 
    
 
   A noise caught my eye and I looked over at a small cage.  It was crammed with Pixies, tiny humanoid females with long gossamer wings.  I felt like a pervert even looking at them.  It was like looking at naked children.  There was something unpleasantly voyeuristic about the entire sight, but I couldn’t look away.  They were perfect in every detail.  I’d heard that there were men who fell in love with Pixies – they were certainly winsome enough – but there was no hope of a normal relationship.
 
    
 
   And, of course, ground-up Pixies produced Pixie Dust.
 
    
 
   I felt the magic spike again and I stepped back as…something began to materialise in the room.  I hadn’t felt anything like it before, but it didn’t seem to be malicious; it just seemed to be forming a haze of magic in the air.  I drew my shadows around me and watched as a spinning ball of light shimmered into existence.  It became a circle, hanging in the air, one large enough to admit a man.  I realised, with a flicker of excitement, just what I was looking at.  It was a direct link to the Hole in the Wall.
 
    
 
   Two people stepped out of it.  The first was Maxwell.  I had seen enough pictures to recognise him without any bother.  The second was a woman wearing a black garment that completely enshrouded her and hid her features.  I shivered helplessly.  I’d been called to a scene where a supernatural creature had worn an Islamic veil and walked out in the daylight.  When it had been challenged, it had torn the challengers apart, leaving nothing, but blood on the ground.  It might not have been a woman.  It might easily have been a man, or even a Faerie.
 
    
 
   “I have done everything that you asked,” Maxwell said.  It sounded as if I had stepped into the middle of a conversation.  I hoped that it kept distracting them.  I was sure that I could hide from Maxwell anywhere else, but in the middle of his house?  The woman was an unknown quantity as well.  “Are you now going to tell me what you promised in return?”
 
    
 
   “You have done well,” the woman agreed.  She was using a vocal modulator to alter her voice, stripping it of all traces of femininity.  It would also make her impossible to identify in real life.  “You will get your reward.”
 
    
 
   Before I could do anything, even if I had been able to do anything, she stabbed him through the heart.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   The key to being a successful criminal is to leave as few loose ends as possible.  Given time, a careful policeman will take that loose end and pull the entire ball of string out into a nicely-comprehensible ball of string…and find the criminal at the end.
 
   -Anon
 
    
 
   Maxwell staggered back with shock, his face twisting in disbelief.  I stared in equal disbelief.  I hadn’t expected that!  The alchemist kept trying to wave his hands and chant a spell, but he was dying too fast for him to say a word.  He finally gurgled a curse – I thought – under his breath and died.  His killer turned sharply as a roar echoed down the corridor.  The beast had broken free and was coming to kill.
 
    
 
   He must have freed it with his final moments, I thought.  I wanted to step out and arrest his killer, but I hesitated just a moment too long.  As the beast leapt towards her – it was as ugly in the normal light as it was in the red glow – she snapped out a word in a language I didn’t recognise.  I felt it though; reality twanged, like a broken harp string, and the beast vanished in a flash of light.  The woman’s black robes seemed to fade into shadow, and then she was gone.
 
    
 
   “Hellfire,” I swore aloud, cursing my own stupidity.  I had had a chance to catch his murderer – and an extremely powerful sorceress – and I’d lost it before I even realised what I’d had.  The woman – if she was a woman – was long gone already.  She’d teleported out through his wards – a depressingly familiar sight – and she could be in China or Australia by now.  “What about you, then?”
 
    
 
   I bent down over Maxwell and examined him carefully.  His body was already cold.  I didn’t understand it until I touched the blade of the knife…and then snatched it away as a shock ran through my body.  It was an evil weapon, a blade carved from stone and decorated with unpleasant-looking runes.  I wasn't an expert in runes from the various civilisations that had known magic before it faded away, but the blade was cursed with darkest magic.  Anyone who was even slightly cut by that blade would die very quickly.  Maxwell should have seen it coming.
 
    
 
   There was no longer any point in trying to hide.  I opened my Sixth Sense and probed the house, looking for signs of magic.  There was actually very little beyond the wards themselves and the artefacts in his lab – I guessed that Maxwell wouldn’t have wanted to run the risk of an accident in his house – but what there was looked dangerous.  The wards were still intact, which meant trouble.  I could probably bring them down now that Maxwell was dead, without even needing to exert much effort, but they looked as if they were going to fade away already.
 
    
 
   I touched his body, remembering Didi and her necromancy.  I could call her and bring her to the house and she could try to summon Maxwell’s ghost…except it probably wouldn’t work.  Maxwell had had too much to hide.  The odds were that he had bound his own soul to prevent any necromancer from calling him back to the world of the living, just to spite his enemies.  The Guardians weren't the only ones who used necromancy.  If one of his rivals got their hands on his body, they could have used it to learn all of his secrets…and, perhaps, trap him as a ghost on Earth.
 
    
 
   “Silly bastard,” I said.  I meant both of us.  We’d both failed, in our own way.  Maxwell’s commissions for the mystery woman were too good to be true.  The payment was far too high, even for the rarest items and materials, and that suggested that the woman had never intended to pay the final commission.  “What did you get yourself involved with this time?”
 
    
 
   It was odd.  Maxwell, to our fairly certain knowledge, had had dealings with the Mafia, the Tongs, the Brotherhood and various other criminal gangs.  He had never worked exclusively for any of them, but he had bound himself not to reveal any of their secrets to anyone else.  It should have kept him fairly safe – his status might have granted him a certain leeway – but someone had casually disposed of him as soon as he had outlived his usefulness.  What the hell had he been doing?
 
    
 
   I went back to the desk and studied the documents thoughtfully.  Maxwell himself, I was surprised to find, hadn’t known whom he was working for, although she was clearly a powerful sorceress.  I was tempted to take her outfit at face value and decide that she was linked to one of the feminist groups from the Middle East – they use magic to combat male misogyny – and indeed Maxwell had speculated that that might be the case, but there was no real proof.  The woman’s identity was a mystery.  Her requests, it seemed, had been more of a challenge than anything else; he’d been delighted by some of them, enjoying the thrill of solving her problems.  He still had no idea just what she wanted the materials for…and if an experienced alchemist like Maxwell had been unable to solve the mystery I didn’t know how I could.  The whole house really needed the benefit of a forensic team…
 
    
 
   But that would raise it’s own problems.  Legally, there was no proof that Maxwell was dead.  Even so, we couldn’t search the house without a warrant, which we still might not get.  I was tempted to take the matter to Wilkinson, explain what I’d done and ask for a team, but he might not feel that it was worth the risk.  If we explained to the world that Maxwell was dead, every would-be magic-user would descend on his house, hoping to recover – steal – his artefacts, components and books.  He had been a rich and powerful man.  They would think that he owned hundreds of books of magic, and perhaps even magical artefacts.
 
    
 
   “Damn it,” I muttered.  I opened my magic satchel and started to shovel in the documents as quickly as I could.  It took me several minutes to unlock the drawers and examine the smaller files inside, but once I had realised that they were accounts and other documents, I started to add them to the pile.  If nothing else, I could take them away and examine them in private, while the wards would keep other scavengers out of the house.  I might even be able to solve the mystery before morning.
 
    
 
   On impulse, I opened my senses again and scanned the house for life.  There was nothing above the level of small insects and rodents, apart from the Pixies in their cage.  There was definitely no sign of Cecelia, or of anywhere that might be shielded to hide her from my senses, although I had to remind myself to keep watching for possible holes.  The essence of a good magical shield is that it remains hidden from a casual scan.  The girl might be in the room now and I couldn’t even see her.  I might have to go through the house room by room.
 
    
 
   I looked back at the Pixies and sighed.  “I wish you could talk properly,” I said, to the one who was looking warily at me, like a child who’d been kicked too often.  She looked to be a teenager, perfectly proportioned, even though she was barely larger than my middle finger.  The appearance was deceiving.  The vast majority of Pixies were barely brighter than the average dog.  They might talk to humans, but often it was a case of the human hearing what they wanted to hear, rather than what the Pixie was saying.  It was really nothing more than barks and other animal noises.  I sometimes think that that’s why hunters trap and kill them.  They’re just too like us, yet disturbing on so many levels, to be allowed to live.  “Can you say anything?”
 
    
 
   She just looked at me.  Pixies are innocent creatures.  She probably had been born out in the countryside – probably somewhere outside the country, where the laws are laxer and money talks louder than morality – before she’d been captured and stuck in a cage.  She might not have been treated as her appearance suggested, but even so, there had been nothing good in her life since she’d been caged.  Pixies just don’t last long in captivity, even in the most civilised zoos.  They want to be free.  She probably didn’t even have the reasoning to understand what had happened to her…and what would have happened, without my intervention.
 
    
 
   I picked up the cage and dumped it in my bag as well.  They probably wouldn’t enjoy the trip, but it was the best solution, at least until I could get them home and release them.  They would probably enjoy my garden, or perhaps I should try to send them back home instead.  I heard them calling out as the cage fell into the container, but they should be fine.  I hardened my heart and looked around the room one final time.  There was nothing else that seemed worth the effort of keeping.
 
    
 
   There was one other thing I had to do before I left.  I took off my shirt, wrapped it around my hand, and carefully pulled the knife out of Maxwell’s body.  The knife still felt cold to the touch, but it seemed a friendlier feeling than before, as if it was prepared to switch to my side.  It was possible, but I pushed any temptation to experiment aside.  The knife could be examined back at the Circle.  If we’d seen something like it before, we would perhaps be able to track down the maker.  It might even lead us to Maxwell’s murderer.
 
    
 
   I left the body behind as I returned to the lab…and the zombie.  I wasn't surprised in the least to encounter the zombie shambling across the floor, hunting for brains.  The spells that had held it in place and quelled its endless hunger would have broken when Maxwell died.  It was in terrible shape, even for a Zombie; it could barely crawl.  Even so, it was terrifying; the living dead may shamble along, moaning as they move, but they never stop.  You can damage them, or outrun them, but sooner or later the zombie will catch up with you.  They never get tired and they never give up.  Destroy the legs and it will move on its arms.  Destroy the arms as well and it will try to crawl along on its belly.  I was present when a crack army team engaged the first zombie outbreak…and lost.  They just hadn’t prepared for the threat.  Nowadays, teams go hunting with flamethrowers and heavy swords.
 
    
 
   “Burn,” I hissed.  A roaring wave of flame enveloped the Zombie.  It even seemed to push through the flames – zombies don’t feel pain, or any other emotion – until it burned down to ash.  I kept the flames roaring until I was sure that I had wiped out all traces of the Zombie plague.  The most common way for someone to become a Zombie is to be bitten by another Zombie, but accidentally swallowing some of their bodies or breathing in the dust could – sometimes – lead to death and reanimation.  We’d been lucky.  If the first outbreaks hadn’t been contained quickly, we might all have become nothing, but decaying corpses shambling around the world.
 
    
 
   The beast was dead, but I checked where it had been carefully before heading up the stairs.  It hadn’t been apparent before – score one for Maxwell’s wards, or perhaps his knowledge of chemistry – but there was a faint rank in the air, a smell of madness and helpless rage.  Whatever Maxwell had done to bind it to his service, it had done nothing for the creature’s rage and hatred of humanity.  I wouldn’t have been surprised to discover another such creature lurking in the shadows, but it had been alone.  Perhaps it was the only one of its kind.
 
    
 
   I felt a moment’s pity as I walked back up the stairs, back towards the library.  There were hundreds of creatures that had remained in Faerie, like flies trapped in amber, while the world moved on behind them.  A thousand years on Earth could be a day in Faerie; they were alone, the rest of their kind having long-since died out.  The dinosaurs, at least, existed in enough numbers to rebuild a viable population, but the same couldn’t be said for the other creatures.  When the Faerie had fled their homelands, they had condemned many of the smaller creatures to death.
 
    
 
   The library was just ahead of me, but I sensed a flicker of magic and followed it, allowing it to lead me into a storeroom.  It was not only bolted and secured with a heavy padlock – which was mainly for show – but guarded by several very unpleasant spells as well.  I guessed, just from a preliminary check, that they were actually configured to trigger off a self-destruct spell – or perhaps a bomb - if they were simply brushed aside.  There was a sloppiness about the work that seemed unlike Maxwell.  I had to concentrate to pick them, one by one, but when the door opened, I saw…
 
    
 
   “My God,” I breathed.  The rumours about Maxwell hadn’t told the half of it.  The room was packed with hundreds of different products, mostly from magical animals.  I had no time for a survey, but there were dragon-skins, unicorn horn powder and even the head of a medusa, thankfully turned away from the door.  There were people who used them as guards.  They were actually quite effective if you knew a good anti-petrifaction spell.  “How many creatures died to make this pile?”
 
    
 
   Worse, some of the items had clearly come from humans.  I saw blood, and skin, and bone, and even brain matter, all taken from unwilling donors and turned into spell components.  I couldn’t understand it.  Why had Maxwell needed so much?
 
    
 
   I turned, shaking my head, and walked into the library.  It had been ransacked.  For a moment, I thought I’d walked into the wrong room, but it was clearly the room I’d been in before.  Someone had gone though it very quickly, taking hundreds of books, even some that I would have considered worthless.  The book I’d seen on the table, the spellbook like the one I’d seen at the school, was gone.  So were all of the magical texts I’d seen.  Even the gothic horror novels had been stolen.
 
    
 
   “Shit,” I muttered.  The woman who’d killed Maxwell, I decided, must have teleported up to the library and taken the books while I was dealing with the Zombie.  There was no way to know for sure, of course, but I suspected that that was probably the answer.  No one else would have known about Maxwell’s death.  I scanned the house again – I’d clearly missed her the first time – but sensed nothing.  She might have gone, or she might be hiding under a glamour like mine.  “I wonder if…”
 
    
 
   My thought cut off as another spike of magic flickered through the house.  The wards were shifting and changing.  For a moment, I thought that they were finally collapsing after Maxwell’s death, but it seemed different.  I studied the flickering shifts of magic and frowned.  The wards seemed to be altering, but to do what?  It struck me in a moment of sudden insight.  The wards were starting to take on physical form and attack the house!
 
    
 
   “Move,” I swore at myself.  The magical field just kept growing stronger, pressing down at me…and the whole house.  I didn’t dare teleport, so I ran towards the door, even though I knew I would have to crack the wards again in their new form.  The entire house shook, as if a troll were knocking and he wanted in bad, and I stumbled, crashing against the wall.  A picture frame, a strange drawing of one of the first encounters between humanity and the supernatural creatures, fell off the wall and landed far too close to my head.  I pushed myself away from the wall, feeling oddly seasick as the shaking grew stronger, and kept running.  The entire house was shaking now; I heard the windows, one by one, shattering into glass shards.
 
    
 
   I laughed, despite the growing danger.  I’d chosen the name because of how transparent glass was – its already halfway to invisibility – but the shattering windows were reminding me of the downside.  I dodged a chunk of plaster falling from the ceiling, followed by a stream of lights that burst on the carpet and started fires, and hit the stairs.  They were shaking madly themselves, but I took them as fast as I could, somehow keeping my footing.  The smell of burning followed me as I raced down into the main hall, already half-blocked by chunks of debris and Maxwell’s ghastly collection of pictures, but I was able to keep moving.  Another wave of magic crashed through the house, weakening the supporting beams, and I realised that the house was coming down around my ears.  I hit the main door, opened it, and ran out towards the wards.  They were gone.
 
    
 
   “What?”  I said, surprised.  I didn’t want to stay any closer to the house than I had to, but I couldn’t run out blindly into the garden until I’d checked for surprises.  When I looked, I realised that the wards hadn’t vanished, but they’d turned their attention to wrecking the house.  They were no longer concerned with keeping out intruders.  I couldn’t understand, at first, where the power was coming from, but Maxwell had probably set up a reserve in his own house.  I could have done the same myself.
 
    
 
   I ran as a final spasm ran through the house.  I heard it crashing down behind me, falling into a pile of debris, which rapidly caught fire and started to burn.  There were unnatural colours in the flames, hints of green and blue and other colours for which humanity has no name, suggesting that all of the magical components were burning to ash.  I took one look and kept running.  I didn’t want to be anywhere near that cache when it exploded – as it might.
 
    
 
   “Well, fuck me,” I said, after I’d reached a safe distance.  It was hard to breathe for giggles.  “What the fuck was all that about?”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Eat, Drink and be Merry, for tomorrow you might catch some disgusting skin disease.
 
   -Blackadder
 
    
 
   There was nothing left of Maxwell’s house now, but a pile of smouldering embers.
 
    
 
   I stayed and watched for an hour, taking the risk of being out alone in the darkness, just to see if anyone else turned up to watch the fireworks.  The Fire Department, in olden days, would have arrived in a hurry, but now no one would risk their lives in the darkness, not unless they were assured of some very competent protection.  It was just another sign of how magic was affecting the country, and indeed the world.  No one would come out to watch the fire, let alone fight it.  If there were people watching from the other houses, I saw nothing of them.
 
    
 
   “Good God,” I muttered.  I’d expected the discharge of magic to attract other supernatural creatures to the area, but none appeared to have showed up.  It wasn't a bad thing – darkness is when most supernatural creatures are most active – but it was a chance to get a look at some of the stranger creatures.  The ones we knew little about generally held that status because anyone who saw them never reported back.  “What was he doing?”
 
    
 
   I found myself running through the facts again.  A woman had hired him to find her items used, mainly, for magical potions and various kinds of spells.  Most of those items were about as illegal as child pornography and would ensure that anyone caught with having them would be thrown into jail and left to rot.  She’d wanted quantities so high, far more than any conceivable purpose would require, that even Maxwell had been tested…and, finally, she’d murdered him.  Who was the woman?
 
    
 
   The presence of Pixie Dust in the room where Cecelia had been kidnapped suggested that the two cases were connected, but how?  It struck me in a blinding flash – I should have seen it much sooner.  Maxwell and the woman had stepped out of a pocket dimension, perhaps the Hole in the Wall?  It was the only pocket dimension that wasn't connected to a specific location on Earth; could they use it to sidestep Vincent Faye’s wards?  It should have been impossible, but…what the hell had she done to the beast?  I had faced many kinds of magic in my career and I’d never faced anything like that.
 
    
 
   I opened my pocket, pulled out my cell phone, and called Dolly.  It was still very early in the morning – the witching hour – but I knew she’d be awake.  Dolly was once a promising sorceress when she’d been younger, but then she’d made a dreadful mistake during a ritual and now she cannot sleep, at all.  She seems fine, most of the time, but during the night she feels so tired she can barely move, but sleep will never come.  She has a reputation as a nymphomaniac, yet what choice does she have left to her?  She needs company during those dark hours.
 
    
 
   “Hi, Dolls,” I said, when she answered.  She sounded bleary, as always, during the night.  I knew that she would welcome intrusion, unless she was with her latest conquest.  She’s a good person, but how could anyone stand her sleepless nights?  We had had an affair once, but it hadn’t lasted, even if we had broken on good terms.  “Can you do something for me?”
 
    
 
   “It might cost you,” Dolly said.  She might have been flirting, or she might not.  It was so hard to tell through her voice.  “The boss has been worried about you after everything that went down in New York.  The whole world and his brother saw that dragon coming to your aid.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” I said.  It thought of visiting her was tempting, but it wouldn’t be fair on her.  I needed to sleep myself and…well, most of her relationships ended because few men could stay awake permanently during the night.  “What did he say about it?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know for certain,” Dolly admitted.  “That tight-faced shrew keeps a firm grip on his private musings, so I don’t know, but rumour has it that he seems torn between calling you and demanding an explanation, or leaving you to run on your own still further.”  She paused.  “Should I tell him you called, by the way?”
 
    
 
   I hesitated.  “Only if he asks,” I said, finally.  I didn’t want Dolly to get into trouble, but I didn’t want Wilkinson to know everything, yet.  There was no longer any point in calling a forensic team to Maxwell’s house.  “Listen.  I need a favour from you.”
 
    
 
   “Anything,” Dolly said.  “What can I do for you?”
 
    
 
   Several things came to mind, including a very interesting trick she could do with her tongue at a vital moment, but I pushed it aside.  “I want you to do me a complete financial breakdown on Vincent Faye,” I said.  I should have dealt with it earlier, but I’d left it while I concentrated on breaking into Maxwell’s house.  “I want to know everything about him, including just what he owns and just how much money he actually has.”
 
    
 
   The thought hadn’t crossed my mind earlier, but Faye was perhaps one of the richest men in America and certainly the richest magic-user.  He could have paid Maxwell out of pocket change and never noticed the loss…and so, I suspected, could his family.  I didn’t want to think about it, but what if he had fostered Aylia on me to get her to keep an eye on me?  If so, he might already know about everything we’d done, from the visit to Faerie to the creature in New York.  I was fairly sure that Aylia hadn’t had an opportunity to send a message, but Faye was on the cutting edge of new magical developments.  He could have developed something new for communication.
 
    
 
   But why would he kidnap his own daughter?
 
    
 
   “Ah,” Dolly said, in the tone of someone who has discovered a secret motivation hiding behind a lie.  “You want to know how much Aylia will inherit, right?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, annoyed. Dolly had no claim on me, any more than I had a claim on her.  I might not have been wealthy, certainly not as wealthy as Vincent Faye, but if I resigned tomorrow I’d be comfortable for the rest of my life.  “What brought that on?”
 
    
 
   “You’re being mentioned in the society pages,” Dolly said.  I swore.  The glamour that surrounded me should have been enough to prevent that from happening.  “You should see the headlines.  GUARDIAN TO WED FAYE HEIR is the least of them.  That little…incident down in New York really caught their attention.  They’re even saying that a dragon blessed the match!”
 
    
 
   I swore out loud.  “There’s nothing going on between us,” I said.  It wasn't quite a lie.  We hadn’t even discussed going to bed together, let alone getting married.  Wilkinson was not going to be pleased – Guardians were supposed to try and stay out of the media – and the other Guardians would never let me forget it.  Cowboy might have been quietly encouraging the whole media frenzy just to distract attention from other events in New York.  “How quickly can you get that information to me?”
 
    
 
   “Give me a couple of days for a complete breakdown,” Dolly said, after a moment.  “I can probably get you an outline in a few hours if you’re desperate.  How much do you want?”
 
    
 
   “Everything,” I said.  “Please just give me a call when you’ve found everything you can.”
 
    
 
   I closed the cell phone with a feeling of satisfaction.  Brother Andrew had mentioned rumours about Vincent Faye and I had to follow them up, completely off the reservation.  Wilkinson had said it himself.  Faye had too many friends in Washington for an official investigation, even by the IRS.  Hell, the man paid more taxes than most businesses in the first place.  If there was a motive for kidnapping Cecilia – and, so far, no one had demanded a ransom – it probably lay with one of his enemies, although perhaps not Maxwell.  His body had probably been vaporised.
 
    
 
   And what if Vincent Faye had kidnapped his own daughter?  It seemed unbelievable, but what if he had taken her?  Would Cecelia have been missed by outsiders?  She’d been four years old.  How many friends did she have outside her house?  Did she go to playschool?  And even if he had kidnapped her…why call the Guardians and ask for help?  And yet, if someone in his family wasn't involved, how had the kidnappers moved through the wards?
 
    
 
   I knew less than I should have known about kidnappers – the only kidnappers I deal with regularly are the Faerie, who play by different rules – but they always had a profit motive.  Vincent Faye should have received a demand for money by now, or perhaps some other concession, but he had heard nothing…or had he?  It wouldn’t be the first time a grieving parent had kept negotiations a secret from the police – they would have been told that informing the police would mean certain death for their child – but I doubted that Faye would have been that stupid.  He had made his money through taking advantage of opportunities.  He also knew that others thought the same way.
 
    
 
   “Idiots,” I muttered.
 
    
 
   I concentrated and teleported home.  The house was dark and silent, but it felt far more welcoming than Maxwell’s house, naturally.  I checked the wards and was relieved to discover that Aylia had done nothing more incriminating than having a bath, getting dressed in Varsha’s old nightgown, and climbing into bed.  I felt a quick flash of guilt at having spied upon her, but there was little other choice.  I had to know if I could trust her.  I went into one of the side rooms, an empty room I never used, and pulled the Pixies out of my sack.  They looked to have survived the trip, so I poured them some water from the tap – Pixies should never be allowed near any alcoholic drinks, as one sniff of the barmaid’s apron sends them crazy – and checked their food, before leaving them there.  They’d be able to survive the cage for one more day.
 
    
 
   “Bed,” I said, firmly.  I stumbled into my room and didn’t bother to undress before I went to sleep.  The night was, thankfully, dreamless.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   I woke up later in the morning and checked on the two girls.  They seemed to have become friends of a sort – they were both happily together in the library – and so I took the time to undress and take a long bath before I donned a dressing gown and walked downstairs.  It had been a gift from a friend years ago and I liked to think that I looked impressive in it, although Varsha and a couple of girlfriends told me I looked a bit overdressed.  They didn’t understand style when applied to me, of course!
 
    
 
   “You’re back,” Aylia said.  She sounded relieved.  I wondered vaguely if she’d told Varsha about the kiss, but it wasn't something I could ask either of them.  “There was a news article this morning on CNN about the house catching fire and burning down and we were worried.”
 
    
 
   “Interesting,” I said.  I wouldn’t have thought that Maxwell was that important, although it might have been a case like Poison Pen Penny.  Penny had been a gossip columnist in Washington and, when she finally died, thousands had gone to her funeral, just to make sure that she was actually dead.  “What did they actually say?”
 
    
 
   I took the remote and clicked on the television.  CNN runs a constant stream of Washington news these days and it was only a few minutes before we caught the story.  The reporters knew nothing, of course, and blamed the whole thing on an alchemical experiment that had exploded and destroyed the whole house.  I watched, seriously tempted to write the reporter a letter of rebuke – he managed to mix up all the terms and claimed that Maxwell had been a powerful sorcerer, rather than an alchemist – before the channel switched to an interview with a Senator, who was using it as fuel for the anti-magic fire.
 
    
 
   “This horrendous accident proves that magic should be carefully regulated to prevent the loss of innocent lives – further innocent lives,” he thundered.  “What regulations existed to prevent the alchemist” – at least he got it right – “from experimenting in a Washington suburb?  The President should take action to prevent sorcerers and wizards from risking the lives of America’s…”
 
    
 
   I switched it off, irritated.  I had known, of course, that Congress and the Senate was considering legislation to challenge the growth of magic and the supernatural, but I doubted that it could become practical.  The Guardians and the War Mages, and perhaps aided by the Knights Templar, if Congress swallowed its pride and asked for help, couldn’t take on every other magic-user in America, let alone the world.  The bloodbath would be horrendous.  Our worst nightmare was the more…extreme magic-users getting together as an organised force and this would provide just the incentive they would need.  
 
    
 
   “They’re just talking, aren’t they?”  Varsha asked, as she produced my breakfast.  “They can’t get laws like that passed…?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” I said.  It wouldn’t be like the ban on wands and wand-related magic; that ban had been about as useful as banning thinking, or even smoking.  When anything from an umbrella to a baseball bat could be used as a wand, what was the point?  It had merely provoked laugher.  Harsher laws would have to be enacted and enforced…and they couldn’t be enforced.  It would produce contempt and anger, a dangerous combination.  “If that happens, I think half the Guardians would resign.”
 
    
 
   Aylia gave me an odd look.  “Would you?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  Varsha had cooked a good breakfast, as usual, but it tasted like ashes in my mouth.  Just what was everyone saying about New York?  It hurt to admit as much, but I didn’t know what I would do.  The only thing that kept me in my position was my sense of duty.  “Change the subject, please.”
 
    
 
   We finished eating in an uncomfortable silence.  When we were finished, Varsha took the dishes, while Aylia and I went into the library.  She'd been reading some of the books, I noticed, feeling a flash of irrational rage.  Books had been friends longer than anyone else, but if I knew Aylia by now, she’d been the same; the books were undamaged.  I checked some of the titles and smiled.  She'd been going through the books of speculation and making notes.
 
    
 
   “So,” she said, taking a seat and crossing her legs, “what happened?”
 
    
 
   I had to drag my eyes away from her face.  It was open and vulnerable.  “I searched the house,” I said, shortly.  I wished, not for the first time, that I could trust her completely.  There were ways to confirm that someone was telling the truth, but how could I use any of them without losing her trust?  “When I was there, someone killed Maxwell and escaped.”
 
    
 
   Aylia blinked.  She was genuinely surprised…or, perhaps, a good actress.  “They killed him while you were there?”  She asked.  “Isn’t that a remarkable coincidence?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, grimly.  She had raised an interesting point.  Had Maxwell been killed because the mystery woman had sensed my presence?  I didn’t think so – she could have taken a shot at me as well, unless she hadn’t been confident of victory – but it remained a possibility.  The other possibility was that Maxwell had completed his urgent tasks and had suddenly become dispensable.  If she was playing for such high stakes – and no one would pay out millions of dollars for shits and giggles – she would probably have no hesitation about removing him.  “I think that we need to go looking elsewhere for answers.”
 
    
 
   “I agree,” Aylia said, slowly.  “Now tell me, where do we go now?”
 
    
 
   I’d already decided the answer.  “Tell me something,” I said.  “Have you ever been to Mirkwood?”
 
    
 
   “The magical wood?”  Aylia said.  She frowned, as if she tasted something bad.  “Dad never took me anywhere near it when I was young.  He always said that it was too dangerous for a young girl and wouldn’t explain why.  I think he took Alassa once…”
 
    
 
   She paused.  “Are you going to ask the Centaurs?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said.  I wouldn’t have asked them Centaurs anything unless I had run out of all other options, including deciding it didn’t matter any more and abandoning the hunt.  They’re not easy to deal with.  In some ways, I’d be happier dealing with the Faerie.  At least they had the grace to look alien.  “I was thinking that we might look up a werewolf clan.”
 
    
 
   “Why…?”  Aylia asked, and then caught herself.  “We’re going to Felincia’s clan?”
 
    
 
   She was quick, I realised – again.  “Yes,” I said.  I paused at her expression.  “Is that a bad thing?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” Aylia admitted.  She looked down for a second.  Felincia had been a friend as well as a bodyguard and a servant.  “I used to talk to her and…she used to say that she’d left them for a reason, but she wouldn’t be drawn on why.  Do you really want to talk to them?”
 
    
 
   “I think so,” I said.  There were other reasons, apart from the obvious.  One of the materials Maxwell had stockpiled had been Wolfsbane , known as Aconitum to the scientifically inclined, which only had a handful of magical uses.  Most of them involved werewolves and other lycanthropes.  It was worth investigating until Dolly got back to me.  I held out a hand.  “Shall we go?”
 
    
 
   Aylia took it.  “Why not?”
 
    
 
   With some effort, I could probably have thought of a few answers, but there was no point.  We dressed properly – and I packed a handful of silver weapons, just in case – then teleported out of the house and into the intense heat of Mirkwood.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Into the woods, and out of the woods, and home before dark!
 
   -Into the Woods
 
    
 
   I suppose it was inevitable that Mirkwood would get its name.
 
    
 
   It used to be called Yellowstone National Park when the world was sane.  I never went when I was a child, which may not have been a bad thing.  The people who did know what it was like used to break down and cry when they saw what it had become after the magic flowed into the world.  Yellowstone National Park, a place where there were few human settlements, was a natural place for the supernatural.  The magic flowed through the land and twisted everything.  The only thing that remained the same was Old Faithful – the geyser – and a persistent series of earthquakes.
 
    
 
   And thousands of magical creatures called it home.  There were werewolf clans running through the woods, centaurs striding majestically and showing off to human females and far more, including creatures that we barely knew anything about.  The entire region was impassable unless you had an army of heavily-armed men, or powerful magic.  We kept a close eye on it, but everyone tacitly agreed that if something did go wrong in the area, there was nothing we could do about it.  Anyone stupid enough to walk into the woods at night deserved everything they got.
 
    
 
   We flickered into existence on the edge of the woods, near the small bungalow belonging to Guardian Granny.  Granny was a retired Guardian – she looked around eighty and was, in fact, fifty – and the current supervisor of Mirkwood, the person who handled most of the dealings with the supernatural creatures.  Some of them, the werewolves in particular, sometimes want to engage with the outside world, while others have to be convinced to remain inside their territory.  Granny had been one of my trainers while I’d been in training and I still respected her.  I also needed her permission before we wandered into her territory.  I didn’t want her thinking that we were in trouble and charging to the rescue.
 
    
 
   Granny sat on her front porch, swinging backwards and forwards on a rocking chair.  It was a deceptively peaceful pose.  I could feel the twisting magic surrounding her and reaching out over the entire area, watching for trouble.  Granny had always taken a more contemplative approach to magic than most of the other Guardians, considering it far more than just a tool.  Her writings on the subject were required reading, although I had to admit that they didn’t always make sense to me.  She talked about magical interactions at very high levels, speculating that all supernatural creatures were linked in some way, but I couldn’t understand how they were linked.
 
    
 
   She had been handsome, rather than beautiful, in her early years and she still maintained a striking appearance.  She was the kind of grandmother who would do what was right, not what felt good, and would walk right into the Gates of Hell themselves to rescue her grandchildren, or stare down a uniformed thug without breaking a sweat.  She might have looked far older than she was, but there was nothing wrong with her mind, or the pair of sharp eyes she turned upon us as we approached her.  She probably had already heard the rumours, but looking at the pair of us, she would know that there was something going on.
 
    
 
   “Guardian Glass,” she said.  Her voice was soft, but without any hint of weakness at all.  She had once – or so the story went – frightened off a demon by giving it a hard look.  I could believe it.  “What brings you to my humble abode?”
 
    
 
   Before I could answer, she looked at Aylia.  “And Aylia Faye, I see,” she added.  “I don’t think that you will find your sister here, young lady, but the experience might do you good.”
 
    
 
   I frowned and tried to steer the conversation back to where I wanted it to do.  “We came here to find a werewolf clan,” I said.  One of the problems with werewolf clans was that they knew themselves by scent.  There were no clan names, nothing like the Scottish or Irish clans, nothing that could be used to identify them to fallible humans.  “A girl called Felincia left them to become a bodyguard to Vincent Faye and his family.”
 
    
 
   “Ah,” Granny said.  She picked up a piece of knitting from her lap and stared at it thoughtfully.  The magic twisting around the wool told me that it was far more than a simple piece of baby clothing.  Granny has hundreds of relatives and loves them all.  “That would be Davan’s Clan, then.  Felincia was his second wife’s third child.”
 
    
 
   I nodded.  Werewolves tended towards having large clans and families; they don’t seem to remain with one mate all their lives, switching around at will.  Their clan heads have some rights over the females, as I understood it, but the clash between ancient and modern clans has been going on for years.  Felincia might have left with his blessing, or…perhaps she had fled the clan.  There was no way to know until we found the clan itself.
 
    
 
   “I believe that they were last seen nearby,” Granny said, thoughtfully.  “They’re one of the more settled clans, so they remain near their villages and don’t roam that far from their lands.  They’ve been having problems with some of the hunting clans recently, even to the point of having adopted guns to threaten them away from their homes.  I have been wondering if we should step in and offer to keep the peace.”
 
    
 
   “It might be a bad idea,” I said.  “They might just unite against us.”
 
    
 
   “That would still be unity,” Granny pointed out.  I shrugged.  Werewolves have a code of honour that bears no resemblance to anything humans have developed, except perhaps in bad fantasy novels.  They don’t fight mass wars for territory; they fight small, intensely personal wars for dominance.  They’re more like a pack of wild dogs than humans, although they would be insulted by the comparison.  Unlike the Pixies, they have human-level intelligence most of the time.  “Still…”
 
    
 
   She reached into one long pocket and pulled out a Guiding Star.  The small talisman seemed to glow with magic, lovingly infused into the gold by a careful mage who loved her work.  Granny, I realised suddenly, had created it herself to aid in her work.
 
    
 
   “Here,” she said.  “The Guiding Star will lead you right to her clan.  It’s about an hour’s walk from here, but I’d advise against using a car or even teleporting into their village.  It upsets the centaurs and…that time is coming around again.”
 
    
 
   I scowled.  “I understand,” I said.  “Thank you for your help.”
 
    
 
   Granny shook her head.  “Thank me after you come out again,” she said.  “Just remember to stay on the paths and you should be fine.  Don’t go running into the woods or the spiders will get you, if nothing else.”
 
    
 
   She waved to us as we walked out of her garden and onto the road leading into the woods.  It didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen before, even in Germany or Russia; it looked as if the entire area had been abandoned by humanity for thousands of years, creating a world that was both completely overgrown and in perfect harmony.  It had sprung up over the years since magic returned to the world, blurring with the trees and plants that had been in the area already to create a new world, with no place for humans.  I felt the Guiding Star pulling at me, tugging me down the road, and yet…I was already tempted to forget the quest and just run.  The sense of threat was growing all around us.
 
    
 
   Aylia took a long breath.  “Tell me something,” she said, as something large and powerful crashed through the woods only bare meters from us.  I couldn’t see anything, but a shadow under the trees.  “What did she mean by the centaurs and saying that it’s that time again.”
 
    
 
   I frowned.  “You remember when your father refused to take you here?”  I asked.  She nodded angrily.  “He had a point.  This place includes the largest gathering of centaurs in the world, as far as we know, with hundreds of them living in the wood.  Didn’t he tell you anything about the facts of their lives?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Aylia said, shaking her head.  “We were never encouraged to even think about them.  They just weren’t important.”
 
    
 
   “I suspect he meant that they wouldn’t talk to him,” I said.  There was no way to know, of course, but Vincent Faye wasn't interested in abstract science.  “The important thing to remember about the centaurs, Aylia, is that there are only male centaurs.  There are no female centaurs and never will be.”
 
    
 
   I caught her arm as she stared at me.  “They can’t breed for themselves,” I said.  “Instead, they wander through the woods near human settlements and call out to those who will hear them.  You know how some girls go mad over ponies?  They feel the same attraction to the centaurs, so when they call, they come.  They have sex with the centaurs and become pregnant, always.  They end up carrying one of their babies.
 
    
 
   “And…well, even a foal is much larger than a human baby,” I continued.  “What do you think happens when the child is born?  He kicks his way out of his mother’s womb and kills her in the process.  There’re parasites, nothing less than parasites who are dependent upon humanity to survive and prolong their race.  They claim to be wise, they claim to see the future, but really…they’re just parasites.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t add that I’d witnessed a centaur birth myself, in a vain attempt to save the life of the mother.  We had four healers and a dozen generalists, enough magic to reshape a city, and it hadn’t been enough to heal the poor girl.  One of the other Guardians had snapped and vaporised the child with a burst of magic; none of us, even me, had moved to stop him.  A girl might find a centaur to be the height of raw sexual attraction; a guy tended to find them disgusting.  No centaur in his right mind would go anywhere near a large town.
 
    
 
   “But…there was a girl who changed herself into a centaur,” Aylia said.  “What about her?”
 
    
 
   “Humans are stupid sometimes,” I said.  I’d heard the whole story years ago.  “She wanted to run with them, not to be one of their…wives.  So yes, she managed to get a really top-class witch to run a series of transformations on her to allow her to become a centaur, with a horse’s ass where her legs should have been.  She was quite attractive, I was told…and anyway, she gambolled into the woods, expecting to be greeted by her new people.  They tore her apart.”
 
    
 
   Aylia stared at me.  “But why?”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea,” I said.  “I think perhaps they considered her an abomination.”
 
    
 
   I looked up as a shadow fell over us.  A creature the size of a small aircraft was flying northwards towards Old Faithful.  I had wondered if it had been a dragon, but it was something else, more like a flying serpent than a dragon.  It didn’t have the same awe-inspiring immensity of a dragon, but something else, an aura that suggested trouble.  The dragons didn’t really care – or so we thought – about what went on around them in our world.  This creature, whatever it was, was involved.  I snapped a handful of pictures with my digital camera and stored them for later analysis.  The Circle would be glad to have them.
 
    
 
   The path twisted and suddenly revealed a bridge, crossing a rocky gorge.  I put out my hand to stop Aylia from stepping onto the bridge and examined it thoughtfully.  It looked as if it had been there for an eternity – it was covered with moss and other plants – but I could see faith teeth marks on the stone.  I looked up and down the gorge and saw no other way to cross.  I might have been able to scramble across, but Aylia wouldn’t have been able to make it…and even so, we would still have to reckon with the owner.
 
    
 
   Aylia blinked as she saw me opening my wallet.  “We have to pay to cross?”
 
    
 
   “It could cost you your life,” I said, pulling out a pair of gold coins.  The owner was already coming into view.  He had been hiding below the bridge.  Aylia let out a gasp as the troll seemed to grow larger, his ugly green face turning to look down at the pair of us.  I could have shot the creature easily, but what would have been the point?  I didn’t need to kill him.  “Ho, troll; may we use your bridge?”
 
    
 
   The troll opened his mouth and we smelt his breath.  If it wasn't banned under the Geneva Convention, I want to know why not.  Trolls eat anything, up to and very definitely including humans, and have absolutely no sense of hygiene.  I don’t know why that surprised me.  They didn’t suffer from tooth decay or bellyaches.  This one looked as if he had been posing as a rock before he'd woken up, hibernating down in the cold water.  He was nothing like the troll I’d seen in Norway.
 
    
 
   “One of you may cross and the other may cross into me,” the troll boomed.  It was loud enough to shake the bridge, although I doubted it would collapse that easily.  The trolls did good work.  “Or you may riddle, or pay me…”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  I could have told the troll, quite easily, that our much fatter brother and sister were just behind us – trolls have been falling for that one since time out of mind; they’re really not very clever creatures – but it would have been cruel.  I could also have manifested an image of a goat – trolls are terrified of goats – but why bother?
 
    
 
   “I have a gold coin here,” I said.  I held it up so that it glittered under the sunlight.  The troll’s eyes followed it as a human boy’s eyes would follow a pretty girl.  “I want to buy passage for us both across the river and into the werewolf lands.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” the troll said.  It held out a hand that looked more like a concrete shovel.  I took the coin and placed it into his hand.  It lifted its hand to its mouth, tasted the coin, and finally swallowed it.  “You may cross my bridge.”
 
    
 
   I took Aylia’s hand – my other was on my gun, just in case – and stepped onto the bridge.  It felt surprisingly stable, despite its apparent age, and I relaxed slightly as the troll dropped out of sight below the water.  Bridge trolls normally luck near the bridges they build and charge customers for their passage, or treat them as food.  No one knows how their biology actually works, or how they mate; the only time we’ve seen bridge trolls roaming the land is when they’re looking for a new place to build a bridge.  I glanced into the water as we reached the midpoint, but saw nothing.  The troll was probably halfway back to sleep.
 
    
 
   “My god,” Aylia said.  She was shaking, probably with delayed shock.  “I never…I never even knew!”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said.  “If we had stepped onto the bridge, the troll would have felt compelled to eat us.  They are not nice creatures.  They may be harmless if you pay them, but otherwise…we would have had to kill it to save ourselves.”
 
    
 
   The magic was stronger on the other side of the bridge, with hints of something raw and…animal in the air.  I suppressed an instinctive desire to run – I had the feeling that it would be useless – and opened up my own senses.  The magic seemed to be in the air itself, but I was sure that I could sense…creatures moving out in the woods.  Perhaps they were the hive-mind spiders – they’re not poisonous, individually, but as a group they’re lethal – or perhaps they were something else, maybe even the werewolves themselves.  Strange sounds echoed out of the woods, some chilling the very core of my being, but I forced myself to carry on.  Aylia hadn’t let go of my hand.  I think that she was scared, but she showed no sign of it.  She was a very brave girl.
 
    
 
   I checked the guiding star and allowed it to pull us onwards as the path branched into two.  One seemed to lead onwards into the woods, but the other seemed a sideline, leading down towards a valley.  I had lost all sense of the area.  We could be lost with miles upon miles between us and the edge of the wood.  The magic had warped the whole area again, almost like Faerie.  The thought reminded me that there was no Faerie Mound in Yellowstone, although no one knew why.  It was a natural place for a Faerie outpost.  Perhaps they had made a deal with the other supernatural creatures, I wondered, or perhaps they just couldn’t be bothered.  Who knew?
 
    
 
   Something heavy crashed through the woods and landed right in front of us.  Before I could react, another crashed onto the path, and then another.  The stream of massive wolves, ranging from around the size of a German Shepherd to the size of a large car, seemed endless.  Their eyes were disturbingly human, but they were looking at us as if we were nothing more than a snack.  I watched the leader, refusing to show any trace of fear, until finally he nodded and reared back.  As I watched, he shifted back to human form, followed rapidly by his pack.
 
    
 
   “Humans,” he said, as soon as he could talk properly.  In wolf form, he could talk to his pack, but not to humans, or other creatures.  “Why have you come to our lands?”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   All human societies have passed through this primitive phase, and to this day a large proportion of mankind have no written law. Every tribe has its own manners and customs; customary, law, as the jurists say. It has social habits, and that suffices to maintain cordial relations between the inhabitants of the village, the members of the tribe or community. Even amongst ourselves — the “civilized” nations — when we leave large towns, and go into the country, we see that there the mutual relations of the inhabitants are still regulated according to ancient and generally accepted customs, and not according to the written law of the legislators.
 
   -Peter Kropotkin
 
    
 
   “We have come to speak to Davan,” I said, keeping my voice as calm as possible.  I had protections, and I had woven a few around Aylia, but none that would stand up to a concentrated attack.  Some of the werewolves had magic of their own – I could feel it trying to burst free – and others were little more than beasts.  “Please will you take us to him?”
 
    
 
   The tension in the air grew stronger.  I didn’t dare look away from the leader and he seemed to be staring back at me.  He was naked, yet covered in hair, everywhere.  I knew that the rest of the clan would be the same.  Werewolves cared little for clothes when they were with their clan; they didn’t have the same taboos we had.  They were all covered in hair.
 
    
 
   “Davan may not want to talk to you,” the leader said, finally.  I had the impression that it was harder for him to form words than I had expected, as if he was still partly in wolf form.  “Why should Davan speak to you?”
 
    
 
   “We come because of Felincia,” I said, throwing the name into the air with a silent prayer.  The werewolves reacted at once, shifting around me uncomfortably.  They might have been angry, or impressed, or merely already aware of her death.  “We need to talk to her father.”
 
    
 
   There was a long chilling pause.  “You will follow me,” the leader said, finally.  “Do not attempt to run or we will eat you.”
 
    
 
   He turned and walked away, down the path.  I shrugged and followed him, still holding Aylia’s hand.  There was no point in trying to run.  We couldn’t have outrun them and there was too much magic in the air to risk teleporting away, even if we had no other choice.  The other werewolves fell into position around us, barely watching us, although I knew that they were aware of our every move.  I looked from werewolf to werewolf; the girls reminded me of Felincia, even though they were naked and somehow more feral.  The boys might have been far more dangerous.  Some of them might well be considering a challenge.  The presence of a new male would upset the status quo.
 
    
 
   I wondered where they all came from.  Some of them had been trapped in Faerie until the exodus back to our world.  Others would have been people with werewolf DNA, unaware of their heritage until the magic returned and they found themselves turning wolf.  The remainder would have been born to the clan after magic returned.  The made werewolves, those who had been bitten by other werewolves and had survived the experience, would be living on the outside of the woods, if at all.  They only turned into wolves during the full moon.
 
    
 
   Aylia gave me a nervous look and I winked at her, trying to make her feel a little safer, even though it would have been a lie.  Humans might have handcuffed or tied their prisoners, the werewolves were offering a quiet insult by just allowing us to walk behind them, knowing that we couldn’t fight the whole pack.  There wouldn’t be a full moon for another couple of weeks and so they should be rational – born werewolves never fully lost their intelligence, but they were pushed by rage and hatred during the full moon – but they would be rational by their standards.  The werewolves who had been born human would understand us, I hoped, but those who had lived in Faerie were from another time.  They might demand all manner of things in return for their cooperation.  They might also take my silver daggers as a challenge to a duel.
 
    
 
   The werewolf village rose up in front of us and I studied it with interest.  I had expected a primitive village, but it was surprisingly clean and modern, although it seemed to lack any traces of electric power.  A handful of werewolf pups – each one cute as hell and far more dangerous – were running around like wild dogs, watched by a pair of older pre-teen girls.  Werewolf society considers child-rearing to be a communal activity and every young werewolf had dozens of mothers and fathers.  They had, in some ways, a communist society, but I doubted that they could develop it on a much larger scale.  When a clan got too large, it tended to split into two clans and separate.  Yellowstone was large enough for hundreds of clans.
 
    
 
   “Wait here,” the leader said finally.  We were standing right in the centre of the village.  Dozens of werewolves were staring at us, wondering just what we were doing visiting them.  Only a handful of pure humans had ever entered a werewolf village and returned to tell the tale.  If we didn’t impress them, they might try to eat us, or turn us.  The werewolves were always looking for new worthy clansmen.
 
    
 
   Aylia looked up at me.  “Why are we waiting?”
 
    
 
   “They want to put us in our place,” I muttered back.
 
    
 
   “That is not actually true,” a new voice said.  “They merely wished to ensure that I held any discussions in the full glare of publicity, as it were.”
 
    
 
   The pack leader, the Alpha Male, was an impressive sight.  He was young – I would have placed him at thirty myself, although magic could make apparent ages deceptive – and very strong, and hairy, of course.  His choice of words suggested that he had been born human, although with werewolf DNA, and I was surprised to find him leading the clan.  It was more normal for the Alpha Male to be one of the werewolves who had been trapped in Faerie.  They knew all the tricks.
 
    
 
   “I understand,” I said.  “I apologise for any offence.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, none taken,” the Alpha Male said.  He waved a hand at the grass-covered ground, inviting us to sit.  “I am Davan, Alpha Male of this clan, and this is my wife.”  I nodded politely at the silver wolf sitting beside him.  His wife hadn’t bothered to return to her human form and I wondered if that was because of her origins.  “Why have you come amongst us?”
 
    
 
   It was politely phased, but it was more than a request.  Werewolves don’t bother to waste time with polite inanities or enquiries after each other’s health.  They tend more towards the simple and direct negotiation tactic, which tends to leave people feeling more than a little bruised afterwards.  They won’t ever try to sweeten the pill or worry about another’s feelings.  It’s not the way they work.  If they fought a war with someone and won, there would be no attempt to save their enemy’s face.  It was one of the reasons why werewolves were so popular among the Special Forces.  They had the right mindset to succeed.
 
    
 
   There was also little point in trying to lie.  The werewolves had the sharpest sense of smell in the world.  They would know pretty much everything about my emotional state from my scent, and Aylia’s as well; they would quite literally sniff out a lie.
 
    
 
   “I am Guardian Glass, of the Guardians, working under the authority of the United States Government,” I said.  I didn’t bother trying to be grand about it.  Davan would probably respect the government, even if he didn’t like it.  I dread to imagine what some people would have said about the werewolf village.  Kids running around, barely supervised?  “A child was kidnapped from a house a week ago and your daughter was murdered trying to prevent the kidnapping.”
 
    
 
   Davan didn’t look surprised.  I had the feeling that he already knew that Felincia was dead, although I didn’t know how.  It could be as simple as a television set in one of the small huts, or maybe he’d heard from one of the made werewolves on the outskirts of the area.  There were whole towns populated by made werewolves and little else.
 
    
 
   “I will mourn my daughter in my own time,” he said, finally.  I thought detected an undercurrent of grief, even through his flat tones, but it was hard to be sure.  A werewolf would probably have picked up much more from him.  “I wish that she had chosen to remain here, but…she was always one to pick her own path.  I wished her well and let her go.”
 
    
 
   He put one arm around his wife and held her close.  “What do you wish to know from us?”
 
    
 
   “We do not know how the kidnapping was accomplished,” I explained.  I wanted to explore the issue carefully, but it wouldn’t be easy.  “Can I ask you questions about her?”
 
    
 
   “You may,” Davan said, finally.  “I ask only that her murderer is handed over to us for judgement.”
 
    
 
   I understood what he was offering me, but I hesitated.  He would answer all the questions, even the embarrassing ones, but he would insist on me keeping my side of the bargain.  There were few secrets in a village like this one, but he might want to keep what privacy he had left.  The trade was sincere, but could I keep my side?
 
    
 
   “If I can hand him over to you,” I said, finally, “I will.”  I remembered the sorceress who had killed Maxwell and scowled.  “It may not be possible to take the murderer alive.”
 
    
 
   “The Guardians are always faithful in their dealings with us,” Davan said, again.  A new rustle spread through the assembled werewolves.  “I will accept your word.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said.  I carefully didn’t look at Aylia.  “How did your daughter enter Vincent Faye’s service?”
 
    
 
   “Felincia was always the one who was most attuned to the human world,” Davan said.  “She was born before the magic returned and never grew to love this place, or some of the other werewolves.  Her discontent grew when some male werewolves accepted service to the Army or to other American services, but she had no such outlet for her own frustrations.  Eventually, she heard that one of Faye’s subordinates was hunting for werewolves to join his service, and so…she decided to leave.”
 
    
 
   I frowned.  We know so little about werewolf society, but I had always had the impression that the clan worked on a basis of sexual equality.  Werewolf males and females were roughly equal in strength, ferocity and bloody-mindedness…and their society always tended to regard males as expendable.  Or…was it something simpler than that?  Felincia would have been around sixteen, perhaps, when the magic returned to the world.  She would have been used to living in a modern society, even though that society would have hated and feared her, and she wouldn’t have liked living in the woods.  I remembered what Granny had said about Felincia’s birth and wondered…had the story become garbled, somehow?
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said.  “Did you hear anything from her afterwards?”
 
    
 
   There was a sudden flash of anger.  “They gave her a dog collar,” Davan snapped.  For a second, I saw the wolf under the human seeming.  Whatever had happened between Felincia and her father, he still cared for her very much.  “They made her their puppet.  She couldn’t take it off, even when she came to visit the house on the edge of the woods.  She was their slave!”
 
    
 
   I almost – not quite – flinched at the anger in his voice.  I hoped that he didn’t realise that Aylia was her father’s daughter, although he had probably already smelled out the relationship.  I had hoped to shield Aylia from the investigation into her father, at least until I knew just what part she was playing in it, but there was no longer any choice.
 
    
 
   “I know,” I said.  “What was Faye’s people doing near here?”
 
    
 
   There was another rustle of feeling among the werewolves.  “They were asking about magic,” Davan said.  Somehow, I wasn't surprised in the slightest.  “They wanted to know how some of the supernatural creatures who lived here worked; how they could handle magic, things like that.  Several of them died after refusing to heed specific warnings, others got careless…and one was bitten by one of our children and became a werewolf.  He fled into the night and was eaten by a troll.”
 
    
 
   Damn, I thought.  I would have liked to question that person, if I could find him.  I had the feeling that he might have known the purpose behind Faye’s questions.  They all seemed to be connected to magic, but really…why?  Faye – like every other researcher in the country – had been trying to probe the limits of magic, but just how far had he gone?  I remembered the sorceress and her magic.  It had been something completely new and unexpected.  Where had that come from?
 
    
 
   “One of them killed himself,” another werewolf added.  “He walked right across a troll bridge without paying the toll.”
 
    
 
   I shrugged.  He might have killed himself, or he might have just been ignorant.  It wouldn’t be the first time a completely ruthless person had used an unsuspecting dupe to test a theory.  The werewolves might have known the truth, however; perhaps the man had been unable to bear what he was doing any longer.
 
    
 
   “We can offer you little else,” Davan said, finally.  “We stay in our woods and prefer to remain apart from the world around us.  Those of us who walk in your world tell us that it is growing darker, more hostile to magic, even as the levels of magic grow stronger.  Find my daughter’s killer, Guardian; find him and find the answer.”
 
    
 
   I recognised a dismissal when I heard one.  “Thank you for your time,” I said.  “If you ever need help yourself, don’t hesitate to ask.”
 
    
 
   “And thank you for not being your father,” Davan said, to Aylia.  “My daughter always spoke highly of you.”
 
    
 
   One of the werewolves, a child barely reaching her teens, led us out of the village and back to the path, pointing the way out of the woods.  I smiled to myself and led Aylia down away from the werewolves, although I was sure that I felt their presence in the surrounding trees.  They might have been keeping other creatures away from us, or perhaps they were merely making sure that we left their territory.  It was therefore a surprise when we turned the corner and nearly ran right into a centaur.
 
    
 
   “Merry Met,” the Centaur said.  It had the kind of voice that set me right on edge, although I would be hard pressed to say just what it was that irritated me.  It smelt, of horse and man and something else, something magical and dangerous.  It was the classical beast, with a man’s torso and head, above a horse’s body, but somehow it looked wrong, as if it didn’t quite belong.  The beard and long untamed hair added an air of wildness to the picture.  “I saw that you would come this way and I wanted to speak with you before you left this place.”
 
    
 
   I looked over at Aylia.  She was regarding the centaur carefully.  I allowed myself a moment of relief – most girls go crazy over the wretched creatures – before looking back at the centaur.  It didn’t have human eyes, I realised; they were the eyes of something far older…and darker.  And, perhaps, something that had seen too much.
 
    
 
   “We see hints of the future in our meditations,” the centaur said, when I said nothing.  “We see shadows of what might happen.  We saw…the end of everything.  We saw magic spilling out across the land, only to be replaced by something else, something so wild and potent that it swept all away in front of it.  We saw…nothingness.”
 
    
 
   “Cryptic as always,” I said.  No one is sure if the centaurs are telling the truth about their precognitive abilities.  They had been known to lie on occasion, merely for amusement, or to win a girl.  It didn’t help that I distrusted the creatures.  They cared little for human life.  I knew that they had to kill a human girl in order to procreate, but I still disliked them.  “What does it mean?”
 
    
 
   “We do not know,” the centaur said.  “There was only one other flash about you.  It was a warning.  Do not trust your grandfather.”
 
    
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “My grandfather – both grandfathers – have been dead for years,” I said, angrily.  I’d barely known one of them.  The other had taught me how to shoot before he’d died, apparently of an overdose of a girl called Honey.  What a way to go, I’d thought at the time.  Grandpa had always been larger than life.  “They’re beyond even the efforts of the best necromancers.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” the centaur said.  His face seemed to twist suddenly into an inhuman pattern.  “Be warned; soon enough, the fate of the world will rest upon your decisions.”
 
    
 
   He turned and trotted back into the woods.
 
    
 
   “Bastard,” I said, with some feeling.  Everyone had been giving me cryptic warnings since the case opened and on the whole, I think I preferred the dragons.  They didn’t have to prey on humans to survive.  “Could he be any more enigmatic?”
 
    
 
   “He was…odd,” Aylia agreed.  She looked up at me.  There was a new determination in her voice, perhaps triggered by the explanation of Felincia’s slavery.  “What was all this about my father?”
 
    
 
   I sighed.  “Tell you what,” I said.  There was no longer any point in stalling.  “We’ll discuss it as soon as we get home.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   When harmony, mutual consideration and trust pass out of the home, hell enters in. 
 
   -David O. McKay
 
    
 
   “All right,” Aylia said.  “Enough stalling.  What do you know about my family?  What does it have to do with Cecelia?”
 
    
 
   I nodded thoughtfully.  She was right.  I had been stalling ever since we’d returned from the werewolf village.  I’d called the Circle and reported on the visit, and then asked Dolly if she could get me a preliminary report on Vincent Faye as soon as possible, and then we had had a surprisingly good dinner.  I hadn’t wanted to discuss anything to do with the Faye family, but she was right.  It needed to be discussed.
 
    
 
   “Very well,” I said.  I wanted to stand up and pace, but I couldn’t.  It would have revealed far too much uncertainty.  I half-wished Varsha were there, but she was off in the house doing something of her own.  She was a teenager, so I didn’t want to pry.  It would probably have only worried me.  “I started to wonder about it as soon as I saw the level of defences around your house.  Your father might not have been an ultra-capable magician, but he had access to the services of hundreds of other magicians, each one a specialist in their own field.  The wards surrounding your house should have kept out all of the Guardians for hours, perhaps days; they certainly couldn’t be penetrated without setting off all kinds of alarms.  There are wards that can be fooled, or simply overpowered, but not those wards.”
 
    
 
   Aylia stared at me.  “But you broke into Maxwell’s house,” she said, puzzled.  “How did you do that?”
 
    
 
   “Apples and oranges,” I said.  “Maxwell wasn't that powerful a magician, nor did he have a thousand friends and allies to help him build his defences.  Magic-users don’t trust other magic-users as a general rule, not when industrial espionage is such a profitable field.  It wasn't easy and I nearly stumbled into several traps, but I broke through in the end, just in time to witness his murder.  Your father, on the other hand, built defences that no human mind could break without being detected.”
 
    
 
   I paused.  “But the kidnappers got though the wards,” I said, ticking off points on my fingers.  “They broke in, without setting off all kinds of alarms, and used a powerful killing magic on Felincia, again without being detected.  A werewolf takes a lot of killing, even with silver bullets and cursed ammunition.  A magic powerful enough to kill a werewolf without leaving a mark should have been detected.  It wasn’t.  If that wasn’t enough, they used Pixie Dust – a banned substance normally only found in small quantities – to mask their trail and put Cecilia to sleep.  Again, no alarms sounded.
 
    
 
   “And then they somehow took her out of the house and escaped,” I concluded.  “Your father’s wards should have alerted him when she left the house – she was only four years old, after all – but they didn’t.  That struck me as odd at the time, but then…”
 
    
 
   “You believed that it was the Faerie who took her,” Aylia said, tonelessly.  “So did I.”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, flatly.  Her face had gone completely blank, yet there was a pain behind her eyes.  I felt a moment’s pity for her, which I ruthlessly pushed down into the far reaches of my mind.  I couldn’t afford it.  Not now.  “We performed a necromancy spell and spoke to Felincia’s ghost and she told us what she saw.  We decided that she was most likely to have seen the Faerie, but that might not have been the case.  What she saw might also have been caused by an illusion spell…and the collar prevented Felincia from using magic without permission.  She couldn’t have seen through the spell.
 
    
 
   “It occurred to me that that might not have prevented her smelling her enemies, but then it dawned on me that the Pixie Dust might have been charmed to hide their smell from her,” I continued.  “Pixie Dust has plenty of uses, but most of them are completely harmless; the addicts use it to dream their preferred dreams.  It would be possible to configure it to jam her sense of smell…and do so in such a way that she wouldn’t be aware of it.  Her attackers would appear to have no smell, which – again – supports the theory that it was the Faerie who took her, adding the final confirmation to the theory.  The Faerie have no smell.
 
    
 
   “But then we went to the Faerie Mound and beat the Faerie Queen’s challenge,” I concluded.  “The Faerie had no choice, but to tell us the truth; they didn’t take your sister.  That took them all off the suspect list, which left…who?  I didn’t know any magic-user who might have that kind of power, so I decided to visit the Sensitive – and, as we’d met up by then – take you along as well.  We learned that your father had been getting involved in the darker parts of the magical world, as well as launching new investigations into the secrets behind magic, something that the werewolves confirmed.  And then there was a rather unlikely coincidence.”
 
    
 
   I took another sip of my coffee, wishing it were something stronger.  I hadn’t been allowed to touch a drop of alcohol since my magic blossomed to life, just because of the danger of a drunken magician wandering the streets.  If magic could lead to madness and the far ore dangerous types of magic, then what could a drunken magician do?  The handful of examples had been disastrous.  A town up north was almost levelled by a magician who drank far too much beer.
 
    
 
   “I decided to break the law and search Maxwell’s house,” I said.  “It was something that should have been unpredictable, but…when I arrived, Maxwell was killed in front of me by a mysterious sorceress, wearing a complete veil.  That’s a coincidence – two coincidences – and I was always taught that the more unlikely a coincidence, the more likely it is that it isn’t a coincidence at all.  Maxwell’s death…and the veiled woman, as if she would be recognised by whoever saw her.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps she didn’t want Maxwell to know who she was or who he was really working for,” Aylia suggested.  She was starting to look scared.  Part of me was pleased; the other half was disgusted at myself.  The chances of a successful relationship were starting to look completely nil.  “Or, perhaps, she would be recognised by someone else.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” I agreed, “but that still doesn’t explain the fact he was murdered the night I was there.  The odds against it are” – I pulled a figure out of my rear end – “about two hundred to one.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t hold it in any longer.  I stood up and started to pace.  “I was also taught that the simplest explanation normally is the correct one,” I said.  “That’s not always true with magic, where sometimes effect precedes cause, but it was definitely something to bear in mind.  The wards failed.  Why?  How?  I saw the portal to the pocket dimension in Maxwell’s house and I wondered if that had been how they’d broken in, but the wards should have kept that out as well.  Hell, the sheer amount of magic in your house should have made it impossible, even without the wards.  It was too big a coincidence to swallow.
 
    
 
   “The simplest explanation is that it was an inside job,” I continued, noting her bemusement.  “The wards would have obeyed a member of your family.  You, or your sister or your mother, could have brought any number of friends into the house.  You could also have brought your sister’s kidnappers.  Once they were inside, they cast an illusion spell over themselves and dosed themselves with Pixie Dust, killing your sister’s bodyguard before she could react.  Once she was dead…they took Cecelia outside the wards and teleported away, leaving us to go chasing the Faerie.  How many people would have dared to play the Faerie at their own game?”
 
    
 
   Aylia flinched, as if I’d slapped her.  “I didn’t,” she protested, angrily.  “I loved my sister!”
 
    
 
   I saw it in her eyes.  “You loved your other sister as well,” I said, softly.  I thought I recognised the symptoms.  Alassa had been frankly unlovable and self-centred, not an unusual combination in a magic-user, but maybe she hadn’t always been that way, or perhaps she had and no one had noticed for a long time.  She certainly had a natural talent for glamour magic.  “Why…?”
 
    
 
   “She was using me,” Aylia snapped, angrily.  I could feel the pain in her voice.  “When she was born, I doted on the little brat, I did everything for her and…she was just using me as her servant.  Mom, Dad…they don’t see her for what she is, but I did; she just uses and abuses people, including the servants.  She had four maids, all under her sole control, and she treated them terribly…”
 
    
 
   I held up a hand.  “You must understand my point,” I said.  “There’s another problem.  You followed me to the Faerie Mound – an impressive piece of magic in its own right – and insisted on coming inside with me.  When you were there, you risked trapping us both in Faerie.  When we left the Mound” – I remembered the man the Faerie had warped and felt sick – “you managed to convince me to let you come home with me, and then accompany me on my visit to New York.  If it hadn’t been for the dragon, we might have died there…and now I wonder if Cowboy wasn't distracted on purpose.  No one could have predicted a dragon showing up to save us.”
 
    
 
   Aylia stared at me.  “What are you saying?”
 
    
 
   “I’m saying that I don’t know if I can trust you,” I admitted.  “How can I tell what is really happening in your mind?”
 
    
 
   “But…use a truth spell,” she said, desperately.  I could see tears forming at the corner of her eyes.  If it was an act, it was a good one.  “You could make me tell you the truth.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t,” I said, gently.  “You’re powerful enough to shrug off a truth spell and clever enough to do it without me noticing.  It would have to be a deep hypnotic.  Would you agree to that?”
 
    
 
   Aylia hesitated.  I didn’t blame her.  Anyone under a deep hypnotic spell would be completely at the mercy of the spell-caster.  I wouldn’t have agreed to undergo the spell myself unless I was facing certain death…and Aylia could just leave the house.  I couldn’t hold her, legally, but where else did she have to go?  If she had been telling the truth all along, she had cut herself off from everything that had once been hers.  She was a powerful magic-user, but a largely untrained one; she might end up in Thrall, or maybe even killed by someone sensing a rival.  I didn’t want to feel pity, but it floated up into my mind, even though she might be guilty.
 
    
 
   “You won't do anything…you know?”
 
    
 
   I pushed down the temptation to make jokes about making her cluck like a chicken.  “I won’t,” I promised.  “I’ll just ask questions and then release the spell.  You’ll be aware of everything that happens.”
 
    
 
   “After this, I’m going to slap you,” Aylia said, grimly.  The ice in her tone almost made me flinch.  “Do it, now, before I lose my nerve.”
 
    
 
   I motioned for her to lie on the sofa while I called the details of the spell up from my memory.  It was one of the subtle magic tricks and, therefore, surprisingly dangerous in the wrong hands.  I knew magic-users who, despite not being that powerful, had caused havoc with hypnotic and mind control spells.  The bullied, the abandoned, the dispossessed…not to mention the sick fucks who’d used them for rape and murder.  I felt dirty for even considering the spell on a girl I was coming to love, but what choice did I have?  I would thoroughly deserve that slap.  
 
    
 
   “You’re a better woman than I am,” I said, with unintentional irony.  Aylia smiled weakly at me.  “Now…”
 
    
 
   I cast the spell.  It might not have been that spectacular, but it was powerful and dangerous.  I felt it sinking into Aylia – her eyes seemed to blur over, and then close – despite all her mind could do to resist.  I couldn’t blame her for fighting the spell.  In the same situation, I would have fought, even if my life were at stake.  The spell opened up the mind and allowed someone on the outside to influence it, maybe even change it permanently.  It was far too tempting to use on a regular basis.  The power to make people do whatever you wanted…it seemed like a dream, until it became a nightmare.  It would become a nightmare.
 
    
 
   “Aylia,” I said, softly.  “Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” she said.  
 
    
 
   Her voice was light and breathy, as if she were drugged, or still half-asleep.  I leaned closer to hear her properly, feeling her warm breath touching my skin.  I wanted to recoil, but I couldn’t; all I could do was curse myself silently and complete the spell as quickly as I could.  It wasn't going to be easy.  Even the most powerful truth spell or hypnotic was only as good as the questions the interrogator asked.  If I asked the wrong question…
 
    
 
   “Aylia,” I said.  “Did you have anything to do with Cecelia’s disappearance?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Aylia said, softly.  I felt a flood of relief passing through my body.  “I was in my room, reading, when my father raised the alarm.  He called me and we searched for her, but we found nothing.  I was terrified and urged him to call for help, to scream to one of his fair-weather friends, but he wouldn’t listen until Mom helped convince him…”
 
    
 
   Her voice trailed off.  “That’s fine, you’re doing fine,” I said, as comfortingly as I could.  It helped people to remain in the trance.  “What happened afterwards?  How did you come to find me?”
 
    
 
   “My father wasn't looking,” Aylia said.  “The brat” – I guessed she meant her other sister – “was whispering in his ear all the time, trying to convince him to turn it into a media circus with her as the star.  I couldn’t take it any longer.  I demanded to know what he was doing to find her and if he thought that he was just wasting time.  He threatened to hit me; he hasn’t hit me since I was a kid.  I told him that he didn’t care about Cecelia, only about the family name!  I told him that I was leaving to go after you and help you…and I wasn’t going to return to the house.  I wasn't going to be Aylia Faye any longer.  He could call and I wouldn’t come.”
 
    
 
   Her face twisted suddenly.  “He shouted and mother cried and the brat was just smirking in the background, but I wouldn’t listen,” she said.  “I went to my room, grabbed a few items I wanted to keep, and then sealed the room before leaving.  The brat won’t get my books now, or my jewels, or anything else of mine.  No one will get into my pocket dimension without my permission.  They’ll have to leave it there even if they sell the house!”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  I doubted that Vincent Faye would want to move, but his wife might not want to stay in the house any longer.  It would take years to dismantle the wards so that the house could be sold, but even if they did, the pocket dimension Aylia had created would still be there.  No one would be able to break into it and take her possessions for his or her own.  Her father had to be utterly furious about it.  No magic-user would be comfortable with a room in their house they couldn’t enter.
 
    
 
   “I knew where you were going, so as soon as I was outside the wards I teleported after you, slipped through the checkpoint and…well, you sensed me,” Aylia said, finally.  “I knew all about the Faerie from books.  I thought I could help you.”
 
    
 
   I snorted, not unkindly.  I felt so much relief that it was hard to think straight.  No book could describe what the Faerie truly were, or the sheer impact of their presence.  She hadn’t known it, but she would have been safer walking in completely ignorant, even though some of the knowledge might have been useful.  At least she would have taken nothing for granted.  If I ever get my hands on the idiot who wrote a long book claiming that the Faerie were all nature-lovers and as peaceful as…well, a pacifist, I’m going to throw him into a Mound and give him first-hand experience of the Faerie.
 
    
 
   “It’s fine,” I said.  “You did fine.”
 
    
 
   I muttered a simple dispelling spell under my breath and watched as the last traces of the hypnotic spell faded away.  Aylia looked so calm and peaceful as she lay on the sofa – I thought she’d never looked so beautiful in her life – but even as I watched, she slowly sat up, yawning as one does after a good night’s sleep.
 
    
 
   “That was…strange,” she said.  The spell should have left her some awareness, but it wouldn’t have been a very pleasant experience.  “You bastard!”
 
    
 
   She slapped me, hard.  I was used to pain, but this hurt worse, somehow, because it was deserved.  I rubbed my cheek softly.  Aylia was much stronger than she looked.
 
    
 
   “I know,” I said.  “And I am sorry.”
 
    
 
   “You’ve convinced me that something is badly wrong with my family,” Aylia said.  “Of course, I already knew that, but…why would my father kidnap his own daughter?”
 
    
 
   There was a knock at the door before I could answer.  “Glass,” Varsha called, “you’d better come quickly.”  She was laughing out loud, a strange mixture of excitement and awe.  “You’ve got a visitor.  You are not going to believe your eyes!”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   
  
 

Never tickle a sleeping dragon
 
   -JK Rowling
 
    
 
   My first thought was that something was blocking out the sun that should have been streaming through the front door.  My second thought was that there was nothing that could have blocked out the sun, unless someone had decided to experiment with spells that created pools of darkness…that I should have sensed through the wards surrounding the house.  My third thought…my third thought cut off in mid-sentence as I stepped outside and saw the dragon.  My fourth thought was that my neighbours were going to hate me.
 
    
 
   There were two large houses opposite my house, on the other side of the world, and the dragon was neatly perched on their roofs, with one of his legs placed on each house.  The massive foreclaws – I had a flash of the claws picking up the Voodoo Chief and wished I hadn’t – were placed neatly on the ground, completing the balancing act.  I couldn’t understand why the buildings hadn’t collapsed under the weight of the dragon – I really didn’t want to think about where his tail might be – unless it was magic.  Certainly, nothing like the dragon should be able to fly under the normal laws of science.
 
    
 
   And everyone was staring at him.  The families nearby were coming outside and just staring at the dragon.  He was so large that their minds couldn’t grasp the sheer scale; I suspected it wouldn’t be long before people started screaming, or drawing guns and trying to shoot him.  I doubted that it could do any good – a few bullets wouldn’t bother the dragon’s invulnerable underbelly, even if it did look as if it were made out of gold – but the dragon might retaliate.  The neighbourhood dogs – and not a few creatures that normally only came out at night to menace the area – seemed to have a better idea.  They were running for their lives. Two of the dogs were even dragging their masters with them.
 
    
 
   Well, I thought.  There goes the neighbourhood.
 
    
 
   I wanted to curse, but I didn’t quite dare.  There were Guardians who loved to bask in public attention like Cowboy, who didn’t care that everyone knew where he lived.  He used to say that any of his enemies could book an appointment for their own very personal beating, followed by a long session in jail.  His station had been attacked more times than I’d had hot dinners.  There’s no shortage of people willing to strike from a distance and, so far, he’d survived long-range killing spells, mail bombs and a poisoned burger from a well-known fast food chain.  That might not have been an intentional attack, or so I’d said at the time; I’d never liked their food myself.
 
    
 
   But I had enjoyed being anonymous.  Oh, people had known that there was a magician living in my house – I couldn’t hide the wards from other magicians – but they hadn’t known that I was a Guardian.  They wouldn’t be able to avoid noticing that now – they had probably seen my face on television after the confrontation with the Voodoo Cult – and the dragon would lead people right to me.  I made a mental note to ensure that the wards were strengthened before we left the house and looked up at the dragon.  Whatever Drak Bibliophile had to say, it was bound to be important.
 
    
 
   Drak Bibliophile’s great eyes peered down at me.  It just made me dizzy.  His eyes were bigger than I was and I felt that I could drown in them forever.  There was no doubt about his identity, not this time.  It was hard for a human to tell dragons apart normally, but I had met him before and tasted the field of magic surrounding him.  No two dragons, I guessed, had the same taste.  I almost smiled, wondering what a dragon tasted like, but I doubted that anyone had ever tried one.  I knew what dragons ate most of the time.  They probably tasted terrible.
 
    
 
   I didn’t know the protocol for a dragon visiting a person – as far as I knew, it had only happened a couple of times before – but I couldn’t allow the silence to drag on indefinitely.  By now, my wealthy and well-connected neighbours would be placing calls to the police and the media, calling them to witness the unprecedented event.  I had a nightmarish image crossing my mind, an image of attack helicopters trying to burn the great dragon out of the sky, and shivered.  It would be suicide for them.
 
    
 
   “Most mighty dragon,” I said, stumbling slightly.  The dragon’s regard was overpowering.  I sensed that he didn’t mean me harm, but that didn’t mean that he wished me well either.  “Why have you come to my abode?”
 
    
 
   “There is danger coming,” Drak Bibliophile said.  I remembered what he had told me the last time before, when we had met, and winced.  It hadn’t helped at all.  “You need to move quickly.  They are already inside the walls of your castle.”
 
    
 
   I stared at him.  The dragon gazed back at me, impassively.  “I don’t understand you,” I confessed, finally.  “Can’t you talk in plain English?”
 
    
 
   “Not all of us wish you well,” Drak Bibliophile said.  It seemed to be speaking quietly, although the entire neighbourhood could probably hear the dragon.  “Not all of us care what happens to you and your kind.  We are not involved and yet we were there when it all began.  They are coming and you have to stop them before they destroy you all.”
 
    
 
   I forced myself to speak calmly.  “Who’s coming?”
 
    
 
   “The name would mean nothing to you,” Drak Bibliophile said.  “Ask yourself, instead, what others call them.”  He paused.  “And move quickly.  Time is not on your side.  It is on theirs.”
 
    
 
   The dragon shot into the air like a rocket.  The gust caused by his wings swept around the area like a hurricane, sending rubbish bins and leaves flying everywhere.  A handful of media helicopters were already approaching, turning to follow the dragon as he flew into the distance, but they wouldn’t have a hope of catching him.  Dragons had been known to outrace supersonic combat jets, merely for amusement.  They regarded it all as a vast game.
 
    
 
   I stared after the rapidly retreating dragon and ran my hands through my hair.  I couldn’t believe that Drak Bibliophile had come merely to play games with me, which suggested that the warning was serious and time was running out, but who was coming?  And why?  I had had a vague idea of what I wanted to do next, before the dragon had arrived, but now I was second-guessing myself.  What was the right action to take now?
 
    
 
   “Put a new coffeepot on,” I told Varsha, as I stepped back into the house.  I took a moment to check and seal the wards, just to prevent visitors.  The neighbours would probably be looking for someone to sue over the whole traumatic event – I smiled as I thought of a lawyer trying to serve papers on a dragon; the poor bastard would probably be roasted to death – and would probably focus on me, eventually.  I didn’t think that insurance included damage by dragon policies, although the insurance firms had been going out of business, one by one.  They didn’t cover supernatural creatures at all.  “I think we all need to chat.”
 
    
 
   “Another dragon,” Aylia said.  She still sounded a little tired, but awestruck as well.  “They’re more interested in this than they’re letting on.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” I said, grimly.  Varsha poured us both cups of strong coffee and I sipped mine gratefully.  Now that the dragon was gone, the tension was starting to make me shake.  “Aylia…I’m sorry about putting you through that.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, I’ll forgive you, eventually,” Aylia said.  I didn’t blame her for being angry.  I would have been furious with anyone who had done that to me, whatever their reasoning.  “Are you now convinced that I’m telling the truth?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and I’m sorry for doubting you,” I agreed.  I hesitated.  “You do realise that this means that your father, your sister or your mother was involved with kidnapping your baby sister?”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Aylia said, bitterly.  “I wouldn’t put anything past the brat, but how could dad let her get away with it?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps it’s not her,” I said.  “There are…rituals, very old and dangerous rituals, that call for sacrificing a child of your own body, the younger the better.  There’s a witch living somewhere in the west who sacrificed her newborn child and ended up extremely powerful indeed.  If your father wanted far more magical power, he could use Cecelia as the sacrifice.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe my dad would do that,” Aylia protested.  “He’s…he’s not a bad person.”
 
    
 
   “Power can make a person do bad things,” I said, dispassionately.  I felt sorry for her, but more sorry for Cecelia.  Brother Andrews had believed that she was still alive, but that might have changed by now, although I doubted that his Bishop would let me ask again.  “I think…”
 
    
 
   I broke off as my cell phone rang.  “Hang on,” I said.  “Hello, Dolly.  What can I do for you?”
 
    
 
   “Well, you could explain why a second dragon arrived to give you a hand,” Dolly said.  “The boss is going absolutely frantic.  It seems that some of your neighbours are calling…”
 
    
 
   “Their friends in government,” I said, completing the sentence.  “Does he really believe – does anyone believe – that we can prevent the dragons from doing whatever they want?”
 
    
 
   “Probably not,” Dolly conceded, “but there are questions being asked by some very important people.”
 
    
 
   “I expected as much,” I said.  I was surprised that Wilkinson hadn’t telephoned me to demand an explanation himself, but it was possible that he was trying to give me as much time as possible to solve the mystery and find Cecelia.  He wouldn’t know that her father and most of his family were current suspects.  “Can you give me what you have on Faye so far?”
 
    
 
   “I found quite a bit, actually,” Dolly said.  “It’s neither complete nor conclusive, but…”
 
    
 
   “Hang on,” I said.  “I’m putting you on speakerphone.”  I clicked the switch.  “Now, talk.”
 
    
 
   Dolly took a moment to gather her thoughts.  “As you know, Vincent Faye first came to prominence when he managed to solve some mysteries regarding the production of magical tools and devices and teach several other magic-users how to produce them,” she said.  “This earned him his first fortune and convinced others to join him, allowing him to build a much larger productive base.  He was a failure in his early life, but magic was the making of him.  He very rapidly became the predominant supplier of magical items to America and the world.”
 
    
 
   She paused.  “Technically speaking, he’s worth around seventy billion dollars, but much of it has been invested into various properties around the world, along with furthering his political ambitions,” she continued.  “It’s hard to be sure, but he is apparently a prominent supporter of both political parties and if there was a change of government tomorrow, it would probably still be a very friendly administration and Congress.  That said, the more magic-users he hires, the more he has to pay the others, or they will quit and form their own combines.  His real wealth may keep fluctuating.  It may even be a great deal lower.
 
    
 
   “And there are some very odd items on his list,” she said.  “For reasons unknown, he has invested in several properties near Central Park, New York, as well as the Magical Mile.  He has also invested in several private security companies, including the notorious RAD – the Rapid Action Directorate – and may have thousands of mercenaries on his payroll.  There’s actually a note that someone in Nevada, where RAD is based, tried to raise the alarm about this, but was slapped down by Washington.  Faye’s friends are too powerful for any investigation to take place.”
 
    
 
   “Business as usual, then,” I said.  “Do we have any idea what he wants from the New York buildings?”
 
    
 
   “Could be anything,” Dolly said.  “The price of property near Central Park has been falling for years, ever since the Faerie Mound appeared, to say nothing of the Magical Mile.  There may have been no Faerie sightings, but no one wants to have a business so close to a Mound; the corporations have been moving out for years.  Faye’s people might even be better at running them.  They would certainly be prepared for magic.”
 
    
 
   I scowled.  I knew RAD by reputation.  They were largely unknown to the general public and that was the way they preferred it, but they were well known in the government and security sphere.  They provided everything from private security guards to entire commando forces that had the best training the West could provide, which they hired out to all kinds of governments and intelligence agencies.  They claimed to be completely independent, but I knew that they had done work for the CIA on occasion…and the Guardians as well.  There were times when even we needed a completely deniable force.
 
    
 
   “I’m still doing a breakdown,” Dolly said, when I remained silent.  “It’s starting to look, however, as if he’s been taking money out, converting it into cash…and then we lose track of it.  We cannot trace dollar bills so effectively, any more than we can trace Euros, or Yen, or anything else, so the money could have gone anywhere.”
 
    
 
   To Maxwell, I thought.  The mystery woman had paid him very handsomely indeed.  Millions, perhaps even as much as a billion, of dollars had changed hands…and Faye could have funded it with ease.  Maxwell had obtained, in turn, enough illegal items to perform any number of rituals, including some that required a living sacrifice.  God alone knew what Faye intended to do with the power, but somehow I doubted that it would be anything good.  It might even lead to the disaster that Drak Bibliophile had warned me about, in his enigmatic way…
 
    
 
   But how could I prove it?  How could I convince Wilkinson to assemble the Guardians and allow me to lead them in a raid on Faye’s house?  The answer was bitter, but simple; I couldn’t.  Faye had too many friends in Washington.  If they heard even a hint of a suggestion that we were going to raid him, they would tip him off at once.  He would either carry out the ritual or flee…and we would be unable to stop him.  I needed to do something else.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said, finally.  “I’ll call the Circle later.”
 
    
 
   “You heard all that,” I said, to Aylia.  “Do you know what your father has in mind?”
 
    
 
   “No,” she said, shaking her head.  She looked terrified, as if she were in way over her head.  I had the same feeling, but I couldn’t allow myself to flinch.  “What can he want to do that is so important that a dragon comes to warn you to prevent it?”
 
    
 
   “I wish I knew,” I said.  “What about the second question?  Why can’t the dragons do anything themselves about it?”
 
    
 
   Aylia nodded in understanding.  The dragons could have intervened quickly and destroyed Faye and his entire family.  The mysterious entity who’d been dogging our path wouldn’t have fazed them.  Instead, they’d settled for mysterious and cryptic pronouncements…and saving our lives.  It had to be important to them, but why weren’t they being more communicative themselves?  If they told us what was going on, I was sure I could convince Wilkinson to authorise a quick raid to put an end to it all.  If, of course, we could break through the wards.
 
    
 
   “All right,” I said.  “We’re going to have to go to your house and put an end to this.  Are you willing to come with me?”
 
    
 
   “Cecelia is still alive,” Aylia said.  I hoped that her faith wasn't misplaced.  Apart from Brother Andrew, the only proof we had that Cecelia was still alive was that nothing apocalyptic had occurred.  I had a feeling that when she was sacrificed, if that was what her father had in mind, we’d all know about it.  “I’ll go into Hell itself to rescue her.”
 
    
 
   “Very good,” I said.  I stood up.  “Go change into something more…comfortable for working in the dark.  I’ll meet you back down here when you’re ready.”
 
    
 
   I spent the next ten minutes writing out a complete account of everything we’d seen and done since my first visit to the dragons, followed by an explanation of my actions.  If we were trapped, or killed, another Guardian would have to go in our place, or perhaps our deaths would push Wilkinson to take direct action.  I toyed with the idea of calling him and pleading directly for action, but I knew it would fail.  He couldn’t act quickly unless there was a very clear and present danger.
 
    
 
   “Varsha,” I called, finally.  She came in at once, still glowing with excitement.  The dragon would give her something to brag about for years.  “I want you to take this envelope.  If we don’t come back in a day, take it to Washington and put it directly into Director Wilkinson’s hands, understand?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” she said, slowly.  “Glass…is it that bad?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, equally firmly.  “If we don’t come back, we may be dead, or trapped.”
 
    
 
   I had made a will, of course, leaving Varsha most of what I owned.  The remainder I had packaged out to various different friends and allies.  If I didn’t come back, I hoped they would remember me, but I had the feeling that if I failed, all hell was going to be let loose.
 
    
 
   “I understand,” Varsha said.  “I won’t let you down.”
 
    
 
   I smiled as Aylia came down the stairs, wearing a simple pair of black jeans and a black jumper.  She had tied her long hair into a simple bun and pinned it in place with a charmed pin.  The look suited her, I decided, although perhaps a little too suspicious.  A policeman who looked at her might wonder if she had burglary in mind.
 
    
 
   “I’m ready,” she said.  “Where are we going?”
 
    
 
   “Your house,” I said.  “We’re going to break in and save your sister.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Do not meddle in the affairs of wizards, for they are subtle and quick to anger.
 
   -The Fellowship of the Ring
 
    
 
   It was growing dark again when we reached the Faye house.  I had decided not to teleport close, for fear of detection, and so we had taken my car instead.  It had been a long drive, but we had made good use of the time.  Aylia had filled me in on everything she knew about the house’s defences, and the wards her father’s friends and allies had added to the pile.  I was glad I hadn’t known half of it before deciding that searching Vincent Faye’s house was the only way to go; it had been a thoroughly depressing conversation.  The one consolation I had was that it would take even Faye time to dismantle the wards and react to any attack on his house.  He hadn’t built the entire system himself.
 
    
 
   Or, on the other hand, he could seal himself in and dare us to take him out, I thought.  If Aylia was correct, it would take the Guardians weeks to break down the wards and force access to the house, during which Faye could get on with his actual plan in peace and privacy.  He had an entire wing of servants in his home; he had enough food and drink to keep himself healthy for years, stored in great vaults under the house.  If I hadn’t known better – and I didn’t – I would have thought that he was preparing for a siege.
 
    
 
   “They normally take the servants into the house at nightfall and they go to bed,” Aylia said, grimly.  The Faye Household sounded like something out of the Dark Ages, but no medieval King or Prince could have hoped to command such enforced loyalty.  The werewolves weren’t the only ones wearing collars, she’d warned, and no matter how the servants felt about it they would be compelled to defend the family if there was an attack.  I was surprised that they had agreed to it, but the pay was apparently out of this world.  A maid could retire for life after two or three years.  “Should we wait…?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps not,” I said.  We had mingled, under a concealing glamour, with the reporters bunched outside the gates, looking for possible scoops.  It was another mystery.  Why had Faye even bothered to report his own daughter’s absence if he had kidnapped her himself?  “We don’t want your father to see us when the reporters are gone.”
 
    
 
   Aylia nodded.  The reporters were already drifting away as the darkness continued to fall.  The magic in the Faye House would have attracted all kinds of creatures over the years, and most of them were unfriendly to humans.  Out in the open, the reporters would be tracked down and killed before they could get somewhere safe…and they knew better than to think that Faye would give them sanctuary.  He would be more likely to cheer the monsters on, but that wasn’t the only reason.  Only a fool would open their doors between sunset and sunrise these days.  God alone knew what could get in.
 
    
 
   “This way,” I said, leading her around the rear of the walls.  I had seen it as a possible access point when I had first studied the mansion; a low wall, concealed from the house by a bunch of trees.  We’d have to move quickly, but it could be done.  Unlike Maxwell’s house, there were too few trees – I hoped – for a supernatural creature to have turned into a nest – but I kept the Faerie weapon at the ready, just in case.  The thought of striking back at one of the night creatures was almost intoxicating, even though it would definitely reveal our position to Faye’s guards.  “Come on.”
 
    
 
   “I used to scramble over here when I wanted to go out and mother wouldn’t let me,” Aylia said.  “She used to think that a young girl should have a mind filled only with dresses and make-up and perfume and nothing else.  She used to boast that she knew nothing else, despite going to a finishing school in Switzerland.  She used to drive me absolutely mad.”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  “I don’t think she’ll be doing that for much longer,” I said.  We reached the trees and peered through the bushes towards the Faye House.  The lights on the ground floor were going out, one by one, as the servants went to bed.  The one thing I hadn’t been able to confirm was where the other members of the family actually were.  If we encountered Vincent Faye himself, or one of the others, we would probably be unable to brazen it out unless we had the proof we needed first.  “This is pretty much your last chance to back out.”
 
    
 
   “I’m coming,” Aylia said, firmly.  “What do we have to do now?”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  The interesting point about having so many wards interlocking together is that it isn’t actually easy to reprogram them in a hurry.  A Warden could do it, of course, but Faye and the rest of his family definitely moved in and out of the house at will.  No sorcerer ever born would trust his security to someone outside the family; hell, I’d be very surprised if they trusted someone inside their own family.  Paranoia didn’t just run in magic-users; it moved at the speed of light.  Even Faye would have problems with his own wards…
 
    
 
   And wards only reacted to what they were told to watch for, nothing else.  A ward might be programmed to keep out everyone, but the family…and it would do just that.  Anyone who wasn’t part of the family would be denied access, such as reporters, or a semi-rogue Guardian.  I suspected that they would have been altered to keep out friends and other casual visitors, at least without permission, but wards really aren’t very bright.  It would be much harder to program one to keep out Aylia after she’d left…and, with a bit of luck, we could both slip though the wards.
 
    
 
   “All right,” I said, reaching into my magic satchel.  The tool I pulled out looked rather like a test tube, little else.  “Hold out your bare arm.”
 
    
 
   I pushed the tool against Aylia’s arm and a moment later it began to fill with blood.  “That tickles,” Aylia said, smiling faintly.  “Is that one of dad’s inventions?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said.  It wasn’t a bad guess though.  “It came from an English sorcerer who was trying to develop chemistry tools for potion-making.  That was just before his experiments created radioactive chloroform and he was locked up for his own good, and everyone else’s.  It’s much kinder than a simple needle, isn’t it?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” she said, as I pulled the tool away.  “Now what?”
 
    
 
   “Hold this,” I said, passing her a small compact.  She grinned at it.  It was rather more feminine than she might have expected.  “Just open the mirror and hold it so I can see my face.”
 
    
 
   “A mirror for makeup?”  Aylia asked.  “Is there something you want to tell me?”
 
    
 
   “It’s just a tool,” I said, crossly.  I held the blood-filled tube against my face and drew a circle around my left eye.  A moment later, I did the same to my right eye, and then drew a larger pair around my nose and mouth, before drawing a final line across my forehead.  The ritual was simple enough; properly energised, I should look like Aylia – more accurately, part of Aylia – to any ward that wasn’t being supervised by a Warden.  “How do I look?”
 
    
 
   “Ghastly,” Aylia said.  She looked rather disgusted.  “Do you have to do that?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “Consider yourself lucky.  There’s a version of the ritual that requires menstrual blood.”
 
    
 
   Aylia winced.  “I didn’t wish to know that,” she said.  I hadn’t either at the time.  We hadn’t realised what those sorcerers had been doing until we’d stumbled on their warehouse of preserved body parts, including enough blood to feed an army of vampires and flayed skin, which they used for dark rites.  “What now?”
 
    
 
   “Stay close to me,” I said, as I stood up, returning the tools to my case.  “We have to stay very close together.”
 
    
 
   I could feel her breasts pushing into my back as we slowly walked across the garden.  My sixth sense kept reporting that we were crossing line after line of wards, each one powerful enough to tear through even my protections and freeze us in place – or do something far nastier to us – before we could react.  I could feel them at the back of my mind, but they seemed fooled by the blood ritual, convinced that Aylia was on her own.  I didn’t know if the wards would report her presence, but it seemed likely.  We would have to move fast.
 
    
 
   We reached the main door and Aylia placed her hand on an innocent-looking stone.  A moment afterwards, the stone glowed and the door swung open, having recognised her identity.  The main hallway was dark, at first, and then it lit up as the electric lights came on.  I hoped that there were no more security measures inside the house, but we would have to be very careful anyway.  A paranoid mind like a normal sorcerer might have left other traps in his house…and Faye had had three young daughters.  He would have had to keep them out of his labs for their own safety.
 
    
 
   “Follow me,” Aylia said, grimly.  I pulled my invisibility spell around myself and allowed her to lead me down the long corridor.  Faye’s sense of art, I decided, was the tackiest I’d ever seen, although that might have been the influence of his wife.  She certainly sounded like the type of woman to be influenced by any idiot preaching a new kind of art.  Modern art clashed terribly with items so expensive that they could have paid for the whole house ten times over, statues and artworks from the distant past.  I could almost sense Aylia’s disgust at the display of wealth.  It was a minor miracle that she’d grown up relatively normal.  Faye must have been doing something right.
 
    
 
   We passed dining rooms large enough to seat a whole company of soldiers, a kitchen that looked as if it could produce enough food to feed an entire division and hundreds of sitting rooms, each one looking as if it were in permanent use.  I had been embarrassed with the size of the house they’d given me when I’d become a Guardian and Varsha and I had rattled around inside, but there was no trace of embarrassment here.  There was nothing, but conspicuous consumption, held out in a truly tasteless manner.  Vincent Faye had never allowed his house to be featured on Lifestyles of the People who are Richer than You, I knew, which suggested a surprising amount of common sense.  I wondered if his politician friends had ever seen his house.
 
    
 
   I snorted inwardly.  They were politicians.  They probably admired it.
 
    
 
   “Here,” Aylia hissed.  We had reached a heavyset door, set firmly into a stone corridor.  I could sense the spells crawling all over it, trying to repel unwanted visitors.  A pair of charmed statues stood by the door.  They were immobile now, but if the alarm sounded, they would leap to life and attack the intruders.  I doubted that they would be lethal – there were three daughters in the house, after all – but they would still hold us until someone came to get us.  “I never got past these things.”
 
    
 
   I allowed the invisibility spell to dispel and stepped forward, placing my hand on the door and peering into it with my sixth sense.  Unlocking a magically-sealed door normally requires a specific person, or a specific code, depending.  Faye should have sealed it so only his touch could open it, but he had hundreds of men and women working for him who would need access to the room.  It was just possible…I probed, carefully, and finally located the key.  The door had to be touched in a particular fashion…
 
    
 
   It took me another ten minutes to check around for unpleasant surprises, before I took the risk of opening the door.  Aylia grew more and more nervous as I worked, but I didn’t dare rush it.  There are tales of thieves who allowed their own greed to lure them into a trap.  The successful thieves were the ones who never lost their nerves at the important moments.  Finally, I pushed right into the door…and it slid open.
 
    
 
   I’d expected another lab like Maxwell’s, but it was more of a library.  Faye had created a den that felt remarkably comfortable, crammed with bursting bookshelves and reference texts.  I allowed the door to slide closed after we had both slipped inside and examined the room carefully.  There were hundreds of books on every conceivable topic, ranging from medicine – both magical and mundane – to human history.  It made little sense to me.  I knew that there were odd connections to be made in the world of magic, but how did human history relate to Faye’s business?  
 
    
 
   Maybe he’s just interested in everything, I thought, sardonically.  Who knew?  I looked through the bookshelves for any magical texts and found none, apart from a handful of fantasy novels.  Some of Faye’s most profitable ideas had come from the unpaid imagination of hundreds of fantasy writers, although he’d had to take care.  The British Government had created their own Ministry of Magic and involved the wrath of the Lawsuit Gods.  Who would have thought that a legal concept could take on physical form?
 
    
 
   “There’s nothing here about magic,” Aylia said, disappointed.  “I spent years trying to get into here and there’s nothing interesting here at all.”
 
    
 
   “Never say never,” I said, wryly.  There were two blank walls in the room and that, to me, suggested hidden doors.  I walked up to one of them and touched it carefully; it opened smoothly into another room.  “Coming?”
 
    
 
   The room was a vault.  It reminded me of the LOG base I’d seen back in the Army, a massive warehouse that seemed to stretch on for miles, packed with everything from inedible MREs to weapons and ammunition, but Faye’s was much smaller.  It contained hundreds of magical artefacts and Objects of Power, some of them legends in their own time, others long lost and forgotten about.  I found myself wandering through the store in a daze.  How had Faye managed to amass so many items without the rest of the world knowing all about it?  The sheer power amassed in one room should have been a beacon for every magic-user in the world.
 
    
 
   Aylia was equally stunned.  “He had all of this and he never told us anything about it?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” I said, quietly.  I wanted to quip, to try to break the tension, but nothing came to mind.  “It sure looks that way.”
 
    
 
   I caught sight of a wand, set in stone, and winced.  It looked like nothing more than a stick with a star on top, like something from a child’s fancy dress store, but I could feel the power radiating from it.  The vast majority of wands are little more than focusing devices, but this one was something else.  Just looking at it, I felt the urge to cringe…and the desire to take it and use it for myself.  A new god would be born, something at the back of my mind whispered, and I would have power beyond imagination…
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, firmly, and turned my eyes away.  They were caught by a golden hand sitting in a glass frame.  It too crackled with ancient power, but there was no clue as to what it actually did.  A golden statue of a man wearing Arabian dress stood next to it, gleaming with the dull shine of pure gold.  “Aylia…”
 
    
 
   “That’s the Hand of Midas,” Aylia said, shocked.  The memory came back to me in a flash.  It had been just another legend…but legends, these days, have a habit of coming true.  “I read about it in one of the books I managed to…ah, borrow from dad.  It turns things to gold.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck me,” I said, shaking my head.  I’d barely seen a handful of items and I was already feeling the desire to run, or to stuff as much as I could into my bag and run.  “What else does he have?”
 
    
 
   We walked onwards.  The Sandals of Herms promised us the power to run like the wind.  The Cloak of Shadow promised us control over an army of living shadows.  A book marked with strange insignias promised to bring a creature called the Vowelless One into our world.  A Top Hat sat alone in a small display case.  God alone knew what it did.  A massive sword, almost as tall as I was, promised to make its user the mightiest man on Earth, provided only that he said the magic words.
 
    
 
   And a stuffed baby dragon, only about the size of a large car, gave us a mournful look as we passed.  I stared at it, wondering if we could free it, but it had been dead for a long time and only animated by powerful magic spells that fed on its own magical nature.  I hoped that Faye hadn’t killed the dragon personally, but if he had, I made a promise that I would pass the word to the other dragons.  Let him talk his way out of a fiery end.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I said, finally.  There was no point in continuing to check out the massive collection of artefacts.  Forget a siege, I realised; the power Faye had amassed was enough to put him in charge of the entire world.  That might be exactly what he had in mind.  “We need to check out the other rooms.”
 
    
 
   Aylia was standing very still.  There was a dead look in her eye.
 
    
 
   Someone was behind me.  Before I could react, I heard an incantation…and then the world went away on a tidal wave of pain.
 
    
 
   Darkness.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   It is perilous to study too deeply the arts of the Enemy, for good or for ill. But such falls and betrayals, alas, have happened before.
 
   -The Fellowship of the Ring
 
    
 
   Someone was slapping my face.
 
    
 
   “Wake up,” a cruel voice said.  It was vaguely female, but buried under layers of cruelty.  “Wake up, you bastard!”
 
    
 
   Cold water splashed into my face and I moaned.  I felt as if I had gone one-on-one with a Navy SEAL, or perhaps a Black Ops Operative of the kind I wasn’t supposed to know about.  My head felt musty and odd, as if I had been drugged or infected with a magical poison; it was hard to think more than a handful of coherent thoughts at a time.  There was no point in pretending to be out of it any longer, so I opened my eyes, hoping that the world would look better.  It didn’t.
 
    
 
   “He’s awake,” the woman said.  I tried to focus in on her, despite the stabbing pains in my eyes, and finally saw a white-haired woman leaning over me.  She was wearing a skin-tight outfit that left little to the imagination, but there was no trace of vulnerability surrounding her.  I could see her muscles flexing against the garment and winced.  She would be a formidable opponent if it came down to a fight in my weakened condition.  “Do you want to question him, sir?”
 
    
 
   I took the moment to look around the room.  It was a simple cell, I realised, but there was something crude about it that told me that it wasn’t anything to do with the local police.  I was chained, my hands held firmly behind my back, to the wall, while Aylia sat opposite me.  She was unchained, but one look at her eyes told me that she was completely out of it, held under by a powerful spell.  My protections would have prevented anything like that from happening to me, but given time, they could be unravelled by any competent magician.  I felt a flicker of panic through the drugs, but suppressed it ruthlessly.  I’d been in worse places, even if I couldn’t remember when.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Vincent Faye said.  I took another look at the woman and, to my shock, recognised her.  She’d been a covert operative once before something had gone badly wrong and she’d left the army.  Had Faye hired her personally, or had she been hired by RAD?  There was no way to know.  Her reputation, however, was one of bloody mayhem and chaos.  “You may leave us.”
 
    
 
   The woman – her name still eluded my straining mind – nodded once and left the three of us together.  Vincent Faye looked to have gone downhill over the last week; he was pale, sweating and looked distinctly uncomfortable.  I found it rather disappointing, in a way; his reputation wasn’t one that suggested unease about anything.  A sorcerer who felt uneasy or terrified at the wrong time would very rapidly wind up a dead sorcerer.  Confidence and an overwhelming ego were very much part of the sorcerer’s tools, just as much as anything else.  It was…odd.
 
    
 
   “You are trapped here,” he said.  Even his voice was shaking, as if he couldn’t bear to be in the same room as me.  I’d seen grown men react badly to spiders, or some of the stranger supernatural creatures, but why would he be scared of me?  “Your magic is bound by cold iron and the alcohol in your bloodstream.  You are gelded.”
 
    
 
   “You’re a fool,” I said.  My head threatened to explode with pain as I spoke.  Every word brought a new flash of fire across my forehead.  “Cold iron doesn’t stop magic, you…”
 
    
 
   I reached for the magic, but I felt it slither away.  The spell just wouldn’t form.  The surprise must have shown on my face, for his laughed, rather nervously.  I had expected a gloating session – all magic-users love to show off, even if they don’t dare show off very often – but instead, he looked…scared.
 
    
 
   “Convinced?”  He asked, finally.  “You were caught breaking into my home, Guardian.  I have the right to do anything I want to you, up to and including the use of deadly force.  You must know that no one else knows that you are here.  You are completely at my mercy.”
 
    
 
   I kept my face blank.  He was right, in a sense; magic-users did tend to defend their homes aggressively.  There were several laws pending preventing the use of lethal wards, but they somehow never seemed to work for long, normally because they were nestled in at the end of a series of defensive wards and were well hidden.  The burglar who was caught, of course, would not be around to complain.  It was so hard to prove what any given magic-user might or might not be capable of doing.
 
    
 
   But he wasn’t entirely right.  I’d left a note behind for Wilkinson, telling him what I’d done, but he wouldn’t know anything about what we’d found.  He would hesitate before sending in the other Guardians…and, perhaps, his hesitation would be fatal.  An army of magic-users, armed with the Objects of Power we’d seen in the vaults, would chop the Guardians apart and go on to impose their own order on the country.  We were staring down at disaster…and it was unfolding under my very eyes.
 
    
 
   “All right,” I said, trying – again – to summon magic.  It just seemed to fade away into the background.  I was tired, so tired.  I couldn’t believe that our day had started with the werewolves and ended here.  “Let’s cut right to the gloating, shall we?  What the hell are you doing?”
 
    
 
   Vincent looked at me as if he didn’t quite know what he was doing there, and then seemed to steady himself, grasping his lapels as he prepared to speak.  “You must understand,” he said, in a manner recognisably political, “that there are two elements in the world that we do not control.  You might argue the case, but one is magic and the other is government, the old and the new.  The influx of magic into the world is only growing stronger and wilder.  If nothing happens to prevent the flow of magic, or stabilise it, we could be looking at disaster.”
 
    
 
   I said nothing, thinking hard.  I had seen the projections, of course, and if the worst case came to pass, the human race would be driven back on its cities, and then finally swept up by a rising tide of the supernatural.  The Faerie would walk the land wherever they pleased and there would be no defence against the supernatural.  The farms and other food sources would be limited and, finally, the human race would starve.  The last beacons of light would be crushed.
 
    
 
   “The government, of course, is aware of this danger, but considers it a minor danger compared to the growth of human magic-users,” Vincent continued.  He seemed to shiver at the very prospect, almost as if he were unaware of the import of his words.  “They remember the truth spell cast on Congress and the deaths of several politicians, including two Presidents, and fear the consequences of unrestrained magic-users.  They created the Guardian Corps to defend themselves, to defend the established order, but the Guardians are incapable of doing anything, but keeping a lid on the worst trouble spots.”
 
    
 
   He hesitated, almost swaying on his feet, before steadying himself.  “The Government has long been ambivalent about people keeping guns in their home, but anyone can buy and own a gun,” he said.  “Magic, on the other hand, puts one part of humanity above the rest…and they’re not the type to respect the establishment, or its views.  Every time the magic gets involved, the world turns upside down.  Their inability to control magic or magicians makes them fearful, and fear drives them onwards to do stupid things.  A single gun cannot cause much havoc; a single magic sniper, as your friend Cowboy found out, can threaten an entire city.”
 
    
 
   Something clicked in my mind.  “You’re the one who sent that sniper into New York,” I said.  I’d read the report afterwards.  Cowboy had come as close to dying as he ever had in his career.  The sniper had been extremely powerful and bat-shit insane.  “Why?”
 
    
 
   “I studied the very roots of magic themselves, seeking to understand how it worked,” Vincent said.  He wrung his hands together nervously, as if he expected me to break out of my chains and strangle him at any moment.  I wished that that were possible, but the chains remained as cold and solid as ever.  “I found myself digging deeper than anyone else and I found the keys to unlock magic completely.  I found out what was needed to turn magic from a threat into a tool, completely.  There was a price to pay, of course, but there is always a price.”
 
    
 
   His eyes gleamed with a fanatical light.  “Think about it,” he said.  “How would you like to walk into a Faerie Mound and dictate terms to them?  If I could unlock that kind of power, where would we be?
 
    
 
   “But you attracted attention from the dragons,” he said, changing suddenly.  “I know that you were summoned by one of the dragons to Norway, where you were warned about my activities.  The dragons would be just as threatened as the Faerie, but like the Faerie, they wouldn’t really be able to comprehend that we could be a threat to them, not until it was far too late.  It wasn’t until a dragon arrived at your house that I realised that they were taking it seriously…and that I had to move tonight.”
 
    
 
   I stared.  “Tonight?”
 
    
 
   “You’ve been asleep for nearly an entire day,” Vincent said.  He seemed to shake again.  “I cannot risk allowing the dragons to intervene and snatch this from our grasp.”
 
    
 
   I took a chance.  “Even at the price of killing your own daughter?”
 
    
 
   Vincent seemed to blanch.  “There must be sacrifices,” he said, dazed.  I suddenly wondered if he was drugged, or under a hypnotic spell himself.  There could be a demon scout riding him, but when I tried to open up my sixth sense, I felt a wave of pain that nearly knocked me out again.  “Yes, there must be sacrifices.  There must be sacrifices.  There must be…”
 
    
 
   He turned and stumbled out of the room, pale and heaving.  I watched him leave, puzzled.  He didn’t strike me as the kind of man who would cold-bloodedly kill his baby girl just to amass power, although I had seen hundreds of magical sacrifices over the years.  God knew that sorcerers were unpleasant people, and yes, people did give their children away all the time, but I had expected something better from Vincent Faye.  If he was under someone’s influence…
 
    
 
   I looked over at Aylia.  She looked like a robot who had been switched off, or a doll lying where it had been carelessly thrown by a wilful child.  I realised that she was under some kind of control, but how?  I had given her some protections and even another Guardian would have problems trying to put her under his power.  Or maybe…
 
    
 
   The glow at the door announced another visitor.  Suddenly, everything made a hell of a lot more sense.
 
    
 
   “Well,” Alassa said.  “Not so clever are you now, Mr Guardian?”
 
    
 
   I looked at her and then lowered my eyes.  Even without my sixth sense, I could tell that she was blazing with enough glamour to catch anyone’s attention, and convince them to help her do whatever she wanted to do.  She would be the most popular girl in the school, courted by all the boys – the nerds would do her homework willingly, the jocks would quite happily fight for her – and the teachers would give her the highest marks, without ever knowing that they had been influenced.  Her talent lay with the more subtle magic tricks, but used properly, any talent could be dangerous.
 
    
 
   She seemed to resemble Aylia more now, or was that just the glamour?  The simplest of glamour spells presented the wearer as someone friendly or likable to the observer, giving them the vague traits of what the observer found most desirable.  I remembered a pair of soldiers arguing over a glamour-wearing stripper.  The two descriptions were of very different women.  I was falling for Aylia, like it or not, and so Alassa looked like her sister.  I pushed that thought aside.  Alassa was almost certainly the one behind everything.  She was certainly self-centred enough.
 
    
 
   “Evidently not,” I agreed.  I wasn’t in the mood to bandy words.  If it really had been a day, and there was no way to know, the other Guardians hadn’t come bursting in to free us.  Something had gone wrong, somehow.  “What have you done to Aylia?”
 
    
 
   “Very little,” Alassa said.  “Just a little letter she wrote…”
 
    
 
   She held up a sheet of paper and I swore under my breath.  It was a simple letter, written in neat feminine handwriting, and signed.  Aylia would have written the letter, I suspected, years before she knew of her own magical powers, and why she should be far more careful.  People talk about being turned into frogs, or witches flying through the air on broomsticks, but they tended to miss the more subtle magic tricks.  A signature, rendering a letter or paper official, could be used to influence the writer, or even control them.  Aylia’s letter had to have meant a lot to her.
 
    
 
   And it answered another question.  “You looked through her eyes,” I said, angrily.  I hated myself at that moment.  I had put Aylia though hell…and I had missed the possibility that she was an unwitting spy.  “You knew I was going to Maxwell’s house and you killed him before I could speak to him.”
 
    
 
   “Correct,” Alassa agreed.  She might have been only fourteen – and there was something about that number that rang a bell in the back of my mind – but she was tall enough to pass for a woman twice her age.  She might also have used her glamour to fool Maxwell, or perhaps he hadn’t cared.  Someone with that much money could get what they wanted; laws, regulations and basic human decency be damned.  “He was quite willing to obtain everything we needed at vast prices.  We paid, of course, knowing that it would be worth the entire world to us.”
 
    
 
   Something else clicked.  “You’re the one controlling your own father,” I said, disgusted.  I had heard tales of such relationships before, but I had never seen one and I had come to believe that the tales were exaggerated.  “What have you done to him?”
 
    
 
   “Very little,” Alassa said.  “I merely made suggestions.  I merely planted the odd seeds of doubt and determination.  He was going to stop loving me and move on to the baby anyway, or maybe he would have decided that Aylia wasn’t such a disappointment after all.  Why should I not have my father’s unreserved love?”
 
    
 
   “If you took a long look at yourself, you might understand the reason why,” I said.  I felt physically sick and only my iron determination kept me from vomiting.  “He would have had enough love for all of you if you hadn’t interfered, you unnatural child…”
 
    
 
   I stared at her.  “Are you a changeling?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t believe so,” Alassa said, with a sneer.  I winced.  That sort of disdain for the Faerie tended to attract attention.  She just didn’t care.  “When we perform the ritual, I will be more powerful than any mere Faerie Queen.  I will be the Queen of the World and all will bow down before me.”
 
    
 
   “If the ritual works,” I said.  I didn’t want to talk to her for a moment longer, but I had no choice.  I needed to know what was going to happen.  “Which demon have you decided can be trusted to give you what you want in exchange for your sister’s life?”
 
    
 
   Alassa gave me a completely sweet, completely fake smile.  “A demon?”  She said.  “What was it that English wizard said?  Ah…if there is any power in demonology, it lies with the demons.  You can’t trust a demon to do anything, but betray you…
 
    
 
   “We’ve found something better.”
 
    
 
   “You’re mad,” I said.  There was something deeply wrong about her – apart from the obvious, of course.  Did she really mean every word she said, or was she merely the puppet of something else?  The entity that had disrupted both Didi and Brother Andrew, perhaps, or was it too merely another puppet in the game?  “Alassa, please listen to me…”
 
    
 
   I paused, considering my arguments.  “You don’t have to do this,” I said.  She was wealthy and powerful enough to do whatever she liked.  I tried to put that into words.  “You’re powerful enough to do whatever you want to do, even in this world.  You don’t need more power and you don’t need to take such risks…”
 
    
 
   She slapped me.  “You don’t understand,” she said.  Her slap, somehow, hurt worse than her sisters.  “Why should I not make my grab for supreme power?  Why should I not gain the ability to reshape the world?  Without my glamour, what am I?  Nothing!”
 
    
 
   “You’re mad,” I repeated.  She didn’t sound sane any longer.  It might explain her heightened level of power, but not her relative rationality.  There was something else at work, something very dangerous.  I could see it peeking out from behind her eyes.  “What have you been dealing with?”
 
    
 
   She gave me a sly little smile.  “Wouldn’t you like to know?”  She asked, standing up in one smooth motion.  “The ritual begins in two hours.  When it happens, you’ll have a perfect view, where you will witness my rise to power.  And then…you will learn to respect me.  I am going to change the world and then they will all love me.”
 
    
 
   Her eyes glittered.  “All of them.”
 
    
 
   And then she was gone, leaving us alone.
 
    
 
   I had failed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Susan stopped. Of course someone would be that stupid. Some humans would do anything to see if it was possible to do it. If you put a large switch in some cave somewhere, with a sign on it saying "End-of-the-World Switch. PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH", the paint wouldn't even have time to dry.
 
   -Terry Pratchett
 
    
 
   I had been trying to rouse Aylia for nearly two hours – they’d left me my watch – when the guards returned to the cell.  They might not have been under any compulsion, although with magic that couldn’t be guaranteed, but they were completely unresponsive to my words.  They unchained me from the wall, picked me up and carried me gently into a small van.  I’d seen vans like that before; ironically, they were normally used to transfer dangerous prisoners from one jail to another.  The guards were clearly experienced in using the van.  They had me chained up again before I could summon up enough magic to stop them.  It just seemed to keep floating away from my mind.
 
    
 
   Aylia walked after us, her face a dull picture of misery, her walk almost robotic.  The binding on her might not be able to influence her mind, but as long as it was in place, she wouldn’t be able to break free.  The situation was maddeningly frustrating.  I could have broken her free in a moment, had I been able to summon even the merest whisper of magic.  The guards were too careful to allow me a moment to catch my breath.  Before I could do anything, they slammed the doors closed and left us alone in the sealed van.  I would have bet good money that it was completely unmarked and unrecognisable from the outside.
 
    
 
   “Aylia,” I hissed, not for the first time.  She didn’t respond at all, although I was sure that she could hear me.  It couldn’t have been pleasant to learn that her father and her sister intended to sacrifice her younger sister; she might even have been wondering if they intended to sacrifice her as well.  It might have been possible, but I knew that a real sacrifice had to be willing, if only to wring the maximum amount of power out of it.  “Aylia…please, can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   The van rumbled to life and drove onwards, somewhere.  I didn’t even know where we had started from – they could quite easily have moved us when we were completely out of it – and there was no point in trying to tell where we were going.  Sherlock Holmes could have done it in his London, but nowhere else…and I was no Sherlock Holmes.  The Great Detective would have made a terrible Guardian.  I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to summon the power to even calm my headache, but nothing happened.  The dull pain in the back of my head kept threatening to grow.  They’d probably knocked me about while I was unconscious.
 
    
 
   I leaned back, against the chains, and tried to think.  What was Faye planning to do?  His words had been so vague.  He could have meant anything from dealing with the devil to working with the Faerie, although I doubted that they intended to help him unlock the innermost secrets of magic.  Magic is part of their being.  I’m not sure they understand it any more than most humans understand the innermost workings of their body.  There was great power in sacrificing a child, but surely not enough to unlock so much power?  They had to be doing something else, but what?
 
    
 
   Aylia seemed to gasp slightly as the vehicle turned sharply around a corner.  My imagination suggested police sharpshooters and Guardians waiting for us, but I knew better than to expect rescue.  If Vincent Faye had held us this long, he had to have blocked off all possible ways to search for us, even my magic.  Brother Andrew might manage to locate us, if Faye’s mysterious backer didn’t intervene again, but by the time Wilkinson worked up the courage to ask him, it would be too late.  Cowboy might, if he heard about our disappearance in time, but how long would it be before the other Guardians were informed?  There was no going around it.  I’d fumbled and dropped the ball pretty quickly.
 
    
 
   “It’s ok,” I lied.  I don’t know if she heard me or not.  They hadn’t bothered to chain her up, but then, they had her under a binding far more powerful than any amount of chains.  It wouldn’t slip, either, as long as I couldn’t work up any magic.  The laws governing a person’s name would see to that.  Aylia had been incredibly short-sighted when she’d written that letter and signed it.  “We’ll get out of this somehow.”
 
    
 
   How?  My mind asked.  I didn’t bother to try to answer it.  I had already tested the chains and found that they were strong enough to hold me.  I’d once met a Marine Sergeant who had picked up a Bradley with one hand, but I wasn't anything like that strong…and even Master Sergeant Stalker would have had problems breaking out of the chains.  I wasn't even sure why we were still alive, unless Faye wanted to gloat over our predicament or his own success.  Either was quite possible with magic-users involved.  Dear Vincent had probably not had anyone to gloat to for quite some time…
 
    
 
   Except it seemed that he was a pawn of his daughter…and something else.  I didn’t understand the relationship between Vincent and Alassa, but I was sure that she was the one in charge.  Where the father had been hesitant and unwilling to think of the moral issues of sacrificing his own daughter, Alassa had been willing to gloat to us…and freely admit that it was her work.  It seemed quite easy to understand, except Alassa was showing an understanding of magic beyond anyone else, even the Guardians.  Was she the naive pawn of something else?  It wouldn’t be the first time that a magician who had thought themselves in charge had been cruelly disillusioned.
 
    
 
   The van finally stopped after nearly an hour – I was counting – and the guards opened the doors.  “They’re still here,” one of the guards said, dispassionately.  I rolled my eyes.  Where did he expect us to have gone?  “Take them to the base camp and leave them there.”
 
    
 
   I scowled at the guards as they unlocked me from the van’s seats – they were intended to provide secure transport, not comfort – and pushed me towards a dark entrance up ahead.  We appeared to be in a cavern, deep under the earth, except I was sure that we were still at ground level.  I had the impression – although I couldn’t have sworn as to how – that the entire area had been devastated in a firestorm.  The only light was provided by a series of electric lamps someone had strung up, illuminating a series of caves that seemed to have formed out of the damp earth.  It didn’t look very safe to me.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” I said, to one of the guards.  “Where are we?”
 
    
 
   “You will be silent,” the guard hissed, and slapped me across the face.  “Shut up!”
 
    
 
   I felt the hot taste of blood in my mouth, but refused to allow him to cow me.  “You don’t understand,” I said.  “What your boss is doing here is incredibly dangerous and…”
 
    
 
   “Quiet,” the guard snapped.  He leaned close, so close I could smell the cheap alcohol on his breath.  RAD had to be going downhill if this was the best muscle they could provide.  “If you don’t shut up, we’ll have a bit of fun with the bitch, get it?  Her Nibs has given us power over her.  We can make her do anything.”
 
    
 
   I shook my head inwardly and allowed them to push us onwards.  I could hear what sounded like water far ahead…and then I could sense the taste of cold iron in the air.  It seemed to tickle my tongue for a moment, before it faded away, to be replaced by something else, something utterly alien.  I found myself wondering what kind of creature inhabited the caves, or what…
 
    
 
   It struck me, suddenly.  We were inside a Faerie Mound.
 
    
 
   And that thought led to another.
 
    
 
   “Leave them here,” the guard leader ordered, finally.  We were inside yet another cave, one smaller and barely lit by a lamp.  The guards pushed us down to the ground and left us there.  They were being paranoid, yet I knew they had a point.  A magician with free hands was very dangerous, even inside a Mound, although it didn’t feel quite right.  If I hadn’t known better, I would have wondered if it were dead.  “You, Guardian; stay here and you will come to no harm.  Start wandering and you will die.”
 
    
 
   I was tempted to make a snide remark about how far I could get with my arms and legs bound, but nothing came to mind.  I sat back on the soft earth and tried to concentrate.  We had one chance to escape and even as I cursed myself for missing it earlier, I concentrated on trying to use it.
 
    
 
   “It won’t be long now,” a voice said.  Alassa stood at the edge of the chamber.  She was glowing with her glamour, like an angel slumming it in a realm of mortal men.  I had never hated anyone, even a Faerie Queen, as much as I had hated her.  I wanted to take her slim neck in my hands and snap it, just once.  “So, where is the stone?”
 
    
 
   She leaned forward and ran her hands over her sister in a crude parody of intimacy.  A moment later, she located the Beauty Stone in one of Aylia’s pockets and reached for it.  A second after that there was a flash of light and she was knocked over backwards.  I saw, just for an instance, her real face before she veiled it again behind the glamour, but really…there was nothing bad about it.  If she had been older, and perhaps wiser, I would certainly have noticed her.  She didn’t need all the magic to make her look good.
 
    
 
   “Ouch,” she said, angrily.  The spite in her voice made me wince.  “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “It was a Faerie Gift,” I said, before she could give vent to her spite by kicking Aylia and hurting her.  “It’s not safe to try to take it without her permission.  It’s hers until she passes it on.”
 
    
 
   Alassa glared at me.  “Aylia,” she hissed, “give me the stone.”
 
    
 
   Aylia didn’t move.  “The binding won’t make her do anything willingly, just unwillingly, and it is in the nature of a Faerie Gift that it cannot be given away unwillingly,” I said, quickly.  “Put the harshest compulsion spell on her you can, place her in a deep trace, threaten to burn down her library…and it won’t get you the stone.  If you keep pushing at it, you may even attract the wrath of the Faerie.  Do you really want that?”
 
    
 
   “In an hour,” Alassa snapped, “the Faerie will no longer matter.”  She stood up and cast a final disdainful look at the pair of us.  “When I return, I will hold supreme power over this world, in exchange for my services.”
 
    
 
   She turned and headed off into the darkness, which swallowed her up seconds later.  I watched her go and then turned back to concentrating.  I had hoped that the Beauty Stone would free Aylia, but it seemed to have done nothing, apart from defending itself against the would-be thief.  It was likely to bring Aylia some trouble in the future – but then, if we failed to escape and stop the ritual, it probably wouldn’t matter.  I had a nasty suspicion of just who was behind all this…and if it got loose into our world, the results would be apocalyptic.
 
    
 
   Aylia had the Beauty Stone and I had the Faerie Weapon, the many-sided object the Faerie had allowed me to keep.  I’d left it in my pocket in the shape of a pen, but it could be so much else, if only I could get it to work.  I twisted and turned on the ground, rubbing my jeans against the ground, until everything had fallen out.  The cold iron might interfere with my magic, but not my mind…and so I concentrated on the exact form I wanted as I triggered the weapon.  A moment later, something sliced through my cuffs and freed me.  I had come within millimetres of cutting my own body in half.  
 
    
 
   Thank you, God, I thought, almost collapsing back on top of the weapon.  I picked it up carefully, rubbing my hands to restore some circulation, before removing the remains of the cuffs.  The sudden wave of magic nearly caused me to collapse again; somehow, the cuffs had been storing my magic, preventing me from using it.  If Vincent Faye had sold the technique, rather than keeping it for himself, he would have been rich enough to run for President.  We would have sold our souls for a reliable way to prevent magic-users from using their powers.
 
    
 
   “Aylia,” I whispered.  Her body was still and unmoving, but when I put my hand on her forehead she felt feverish.  “Aylia, I need you to wake up now.  I need you to trust me.”
 
    
 
   I concentrated.  A binding was a subtle magic and had to be countered with equally subtle magics.  I could kill her, quite by accident, and I knew it.  I could build a shield for her, but that needed her trust and, like a rape victim, she would find it hard to trust anyone.  I held her, probing gently with my magic into her head, and then I felt the binding snap.  Aylia was free.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  She was shaking, but with outrage, not with fear.  I welcomed that.  A person who felt like fighting back was far better off than one who allowed her suffering to defeat her.  “What now?”
 
    
 
   I wanted to suggest calling for help, but it was already too late.  I could feel a tidal wave of magic brewing further into the dark caves.  The ritual had to be disrupted, now.  There was no time for anyone else to get here.
 
    
 
   “We stop them, of course,” I said.  The magic field seemed to be twisting oddly around the dead Mound, if indeed it was a Mound, but we could still use it.  The Faerie Weapon became a sword fit for He-Man in my hand.  “Aylia…if you want to go back.”
 
    
 
   “No,” she said, firmly.  She reached down and clutched the Beauty Stone in one hand.  “They’re going to kill my sister.  I’m not leaving you on your own.”
 
    
 
   I kissed her forehead – she felt a lot better now that the binding had been broken – and led the way down the corridor.  It should have been a nightmarish transition, but somehow we could see the way, despite the complete darkness.  Here and there, we saw an electric light, trying vainly to push back the shadows, but they had a living presence around them.  The light was losing to the darkness.  I had seen too much in the world of magic to take everything as I saw it, but even I wasn’t immune to the symbolism.  The eternal battle against light and darkness…
 
    
 
   We came out into a massive cave, larger than the largest swimming pool.  At first, I thought that it was a swimming pool, or at least an internal lake, but it was dominated instead by a pool of darkness that seemed to stretch on forever, onwards to infinity.  I stumbled and nearly fell.  There was something about the dark pool that seemed to look deep into my very soul and pronounce it unworthy.
 
    
 
   “It’s alive,” Aylia breathed.  I couldn’t disagree.  It was like looking at a skin cell…and then realising that there were skin cells on the skin cells, and so on ad infinitum.  It was like looking at a creature so vast as to be so far beyond our comprehension that nothing we could do could ever make sense of it.  I could feel its presence in the room, gazing down at us dispassionately, without even a hint of the very personal hatred of demons, or the contempt of Faerie.  Whatever it was, it was very strange…
 
    
 
   A flicker of light caught my attention and I raised the Faerie Weapon just in time to deflect a bolt of fire one of the sorcerers threw at us.  Vincent Faye and his family – and at least two dozen others – were standing there before us, facing the dark pool.  I could feel the magic shifting and churning around them, reacting to the pool…and to our presence.  I was grateful that Brother Andrew wasn't with us.  The mere sight of the pool would have blinded him for life.
 
    
 
   “You’re under arrest,” I shouted, feeling my own powers billowing around me.  I held a weapon made from magic itself.  Let them all try to destroy me.  They would all fail.  “Throw down your weapons and…”
 
    
 
   “Not now,” Alassa shouted.  I heard her voice and winced, again.  Even in the dark chamber, with all of our words being lost in the sheer vastness of the place, her voice was still uniquely whiny.  “I won’t be beaten now!”
 
    
 
   She snapped down her hand and…something crashed into the sword.  I staggered backwards as dark flickers of light played around me, before fading away into nothingness.  I cursed and threw back a general paralysis spell of my own, knowing that any sorcerer with any sense would allow it to bind them, rather than fight and deal with something more lethal.  They had no sense.  They all shrugged it off and started to throw their own magics at me.  
 
    
 
   I barely noticed.  I was watching Alassa as she ran forward and scooped something off the ground.  It took me a second to realise that she was holding Cecelia, wrapped up in a baby’s outfit, despite her age and moving to throw her into the pool.  I swore and threw a spell of my own, but Aylia threw her own at the same time, knocking Alassa off her feet and into the pool.  A moment later, a wave of…something seemed to surge out of the pool and glide towards us.
 
    
 
   “Hold on to me,” I snapped, catching Aylia’s arm.  “We need to get out of here!”
 
    
 
   I concentrated, trying to teleport…
 
    
 
   And the world went away…
 
    
 
   “Hello, son,” my grandfather said.  “I think we should have a little talk.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Time is never a problem on the God level. Or space. Whatever needed to deceive you was provided. But no more than that. That is the conservative principle in art at the God level. While I can't do it, not being at that level, I have seen a lot of it done. A skilful Artist in shapes and appearances does no more than necessary to create His effect.
 
   -Robert A. Heinlein
 
    
 
   “You are not my grandfather,” I said, angrily.  “Who are you?”
 
    
 
   I stared around, trying to understand where we were.  I was standing in darkness, illuminated by light coming from…somewhere, with the figure of my dead grandfather standing bare meters away.  He was wearing, I realised with a flash of almost supernatural awe, the face he’d worn when the Sheriff had brought me home after a particularly embarrassing incident.  He’d been stern, but his eyes had twinkled, unable to hide their smile.  My grandfather had always been larger than life.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?”  My grandfather asked.  Even the voice was the same  “Do you not believe in life after death?”
 
    
 
   “My grandfather is dead,” I said, flatly.  “Who…what are you?”  I hesitated.  “Are you a Faerie?”
 
    
 
   The creature that wore the face of my grandfather smiled.  “Do I look like a Faerie?”  He asked.  I said nothing.  A Faerie could look like anything, although they always went for the inhumanly perfect look.  “No, I am not a Faerie, nor am I one of the creatures you call demons.  This form is…merely a way of speaking to you in a manner your mind will comprehend without either shutting down or collapsing into the multiplicity.  I understand that it may cause you some pain, but this was the best way to speak to you.”
 
    
 
   My voice was very cold.  “What are you?”
 
    
 
   “Our name would mean nothing to you,” he said.  “You might call us the Timeless Ones, but that’s really more of a description than anything more…useful.  The ones you call the Faerie, however, call us the Forsaken.”
 
    
 
   I stared.  We knew so little about the mysterious Forsaken, save only that they were more powerful than the Faerie and that they had been driving the Faerie out of their lands.  No one knew which side had started the war, or why, but the Faerie had very definitely lost.  They probably told themselves that they were merely regrouping their forces for a counterattack, but I suspected that they would find themselves permanently in exile, or dead.  One of their enemies was facing me now.
 
    
 
   “Would you like a seat?”  My grandfather’s face asked.  One hand reached out and indicated a table and a pair of chairs that had appeared out of the darkness.  I recognised the table as well.  My grandfather had been a Chess Grandmaster and he’d taught me how to play.  “Perhaps something to eat or drink?”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  “Given freely and without obligation?”
 
    
 
   “I am not a Faerie,” the Forsaken said, calmly.  “We are standing in a single second of time, as your people measure it.  When we are done, I will return you to your world and to the arms of your lady-love.”  He sounded astonishingly like my grandfather, but I shouldn’t have been surprised.  He’d probably pulled it out of my mind.  “You may eat and drink whatever you please, or you may remain hungry.  It will not affect anything that happens here.”
 
    
 
   The chairs felt just like I remembered too.  “Thank you, but I’ll pass,” I said.  I wasn't sure if I trusted him yet, no matter what he looked like.  “Why have you brought me here?”
 
    
 
   He sat down opposite me and tapped the black king meaningfully.  “In a manner of speaking, we have not gone anywhere,” he said.  “We are standing within a moment of your time.  However…I brought you here to tell you a story.  You – your people – will have to make a few decisions soon and you need information, information that you have no other way of obtaining.  I brought you here to tell you the story of the war.”
 
    
 
   I nodded.  “Go on,” I said.  “What really happened?”
 
    
 
   “Actually, it wasn’t really a war as such,” he continued, thoughtfully.  “It was one of your own military theorists who considered a particular conflict to be between a lion and a whale.  Each were supreme in their own element, but barely able to act in the other’s element, making war very difficult.  Something of the same could be said of the war we fought with the Faerie.  But…I’ll start at the beginning.
 
    
 
   “Your scientists have already concluded that the universe – the entire multiverse – came into existence though a single event, a big bang.”  He winked at me.  “I would have called it the Horrendous Space KABLOOIE myself, but what do scientists know of drama, eh?”
 
    
 
   I felt cold.  I had been a big Calvin and Hobbes fan when I’d been a kid and I’d even used to dress up as Calvin.  The Forsaken had to have pulled them out of my mind, and if he had that, he had everything else I knew as well.  We might as well have been naked before them.  It was a subtle warning as well as a threat.  They knew far more about us than we knew about them.
 
    
 
   “The universe – the universes, I should say – radiated outwards from that central point, rather like” – he made a show of grasping for a way of getting the idea across to me – “a wheel, if one imagines a wheel that exists in many dimensions at once.  Some of those universes failed to stabilise and became nightmarish shadows of a reality, others stabilised in such a form as to allow intelligent life to develop.  One such universe ended up being governed by what you call science.  It developed races like your own.  A second universe ended up being governed by magic.  It developed the Faerie.  A third…”
 
    
 
   He hesitated, just long enough to be noticeable.  “Your language doesn’t really have the concepts to fully grasp what we are, or the nature of our existence,” he added.  “I’ll give it to you as straight as I can manage, but there are concepts that you are not capable of understanding…”
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said.  “What is the difference between you and the Faerie?”
 
    
 
   “The Faerie consider themselves Lords of Existence,” the Forsaken said, calmly.  “They are literally incapable of grasping the concept that other beings, including lesser Faerie, have rights.  Any truly capable life form would be able to understand other points of view; a truly advanced life form would be able to judge relative rights and concepts, and even communicate on a primitive level.  I may not be able to tell you everything, because your language is such an imprecise tool, but I will tell you what I can.
 
    
 
   “You know how your universe works.  The Faerie found themselves growing up in a universe where the laws of magic dictated that power went to the one who managed to take and control the magic,” he continued.  “This is not incompatible with developments in your own universe.  The discovery of atomic power was buried within science, but it remained merely a promise until you were able to develop nuclear science.  You prospered by cooperation.  The Faerie, by contrast, found themselves in a situation that demanded either endless struggle or endless submission to a more powerful mind.  The Queens are merely the Faerie who have secured control over the magic to the point that they determine reality in their Mounds; the lesser Faerie, lacking that power, must submit to them.
 
    
 
   “And, as you have discovered, magic forced a degree of self-centeredness and overwhelming arrogance.  The Queens believed implicitly that they had the right to rule because of their power over magic – indeed, that attitude explained why they were able to take and hold the power – and were unable to question that premise.  The concept of empathy for lesser Faerie, far less life forms like humanity, meant nothing to them.  It would have been a weakness and weakness meant certain death.  The lesser Faerie are also supremely dependent upon the Queens and have therefore developed a code including the proper and acceptable way of overthrowing the government and to commit treason.  If the Queen were to be disposed and not replaced quickly, the Mound would come apart at the seams.”
 
    
 
   He tapped the chessboard absently.  “The Faerie, considering themselves the foremost race in all Creation, started to spread out into the multiverse,” he said, studying the chessboard thoughtfully.  “They reached your world several thousand years ago and brought you the magic, and the terror.  They regarded your people as insects – maybe not even that – and were quite willing to experiment on you for their own amusement.  They created the werewolves, the vampires, and the centaurs – did you even think about how they breed?  They didn’t evolve naturally.”
 
    
 
   I stared at him.  It had been a question no one had been able to answer, until now.  The centaurs were dependent on humanity – specifically, human females – to propagate.  Biologically, it made little sense, as if the centaurs were an offshoot of humanity.  If the Faerie had created them – and it was just the sort of sadistic concept that would appeal to some of the Faerie – it explained a great deal.
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said, coldly.  “Why?”
 
    
 
   “Because it amused them, I suspect,” the Forsaken said.  “They could learn nothing from you, certainly not the kind of knowledge that they were seeking.  Eventually, their explorations led them into our universe.”
 
    
 
   He paused again.  “You should know that there are universes where you would die in the moment you entered, because you are…incompatible,” he said.  “The laws of that universe simply won’t allow you to exist.  Our universe…the best way I can put it is to say that we are our universe; we exist as both individuals and a hive mind.  We have no stars and planets, but merely energy; we simply do not have anything to fight over, or want, or need.  The first Faerie intrusion into our universe cost them lives – we didn’t defend ourselves; they just couldn’t endure our universe – but they sensed our presence and believed that we were a threat.  They are unable to endure or recognise the concept of anything more powerful than them.
 
    
 
   “They put together a weapon and attempted to attack our realm.  The weapon was designed to…contaminate the fabric of our universe, causing us instant pain and shock.  We had not felt pain or shock before.  Indeed, we had sensed their first intrusion and believed that it was a mission of exploration.  The concept of war and conquest, let alone genocide, meant nothing to us.  We moved instantly to seal off the breach, expel the contamination, and that was when we discovered the Faerie.  They were dying and so we absorbed them into our multiplicities.  It was than that we discovered what they had intended.”
 
    
 
   “Hang on a minute,” I said, holding up a hand.  “You didn’t have any concept of war?”
 
    
 
   “There was nothing for us to fight over,” the Forsaken said.  “You humans fight over items that are in limited supply, merely because you want so much and have so little.  We had everything we could ever want at our disposal, nor did we have your vast spectrum of desires.  The concept of owning property was unknown to us.  The other travellers we had met from the multiverse had been friendly.  Why should we have expected a war?
 
    
 
   “The Faerie didn’t understand why they had failed, so they tried again,” he continued.  “This time, we extended…fragments of ourselves back through their paths and into the space between universes, deflecting their attack before they could poison our universe completely.  This time, we absorbed enough of their people to gain a link back to Faerie itself and had reluctantly decided to take over their universe.  Unlike your kind, we are unable to wallow in self-delusion.  There was no way to talk peace to them.  It was the only way of preventing further attacks.
 
    
 
   “We extended further fragments into Faerie itself and started to absorb magical power.  One of our…gifts is the ability to adapt quickly to another universe, although because of the nature of Faerie, our ability to control our environment and manifest fully in their world was weakened.  Even so, they sensed our presence and attempted to strike back, to drive us out of their world.  It failed.  We were so…different that it was as if they were trying to fight shadows.  Their heaviest weapons, including the one they gave you, just slid right past us.  The Faerie who attempted to attack us directly were simply absorbed into us.  They became part of us.”
 
    
 
   Another hesitation.  “You can think of it, as you like, as taking control of the background of the universe,” the Forsaken said.  “One of your magicians once likened magic to possessing the cheat codes in a computer game.  The war wasn't over physical territory, but over control of the magic itself.  Once we held the sources of magic, we could render the Faerie forever harmless.  They wouldn’t be able to threaten us again.”
 
    
 
   I winced.  “Tell me something,” I said.  “What would have happened to the Faerie?”
 
    
 
   “We would have permitted them enough magic to live,” the Forsaken said, dispassionately.  “They would not have been able to threaten us again.”
 
    
 
   “How long did this take?”  I asked.  I wanted some sense of time.  “How long did it take you to beat them?”
 
    
 
   “Time means little to them, or us,” he said.  “I couldn’t give you an accurate answer.  Years, or seconds, or perhaps the war is still being fought, or perhaps it hasn’t started yet…the gradient of time in each universe is different, after all…
 
    
 
   “But in due course the Faerie understood the nature of the threat and came out to do battle, with nine of their Queens leading the struggle to regain control of their universe.  They might have won the battle if they had worked together, but even admitting that they had equals, and superiors, was a dreadful weakness for them.  Their ability to channel their power was blunted, their links to each other were frayed by mutual mistrust and incomprehension…the battle was lost and we spread onwards.  It was at that point that one of their Kings, who had once been human, remembered your world and reopened the doors to Earth.  The supernatural started to flood back to your planet and brought back the magic.
 
    
 
   “We didn’t realise that that was what they were doing at first, until it was almost too late.  The war had settled down into the systematic conquest of Mound after Mound, trapping and absorbing the Queens to take their control of magic and hence the Mound, when we realised that some of the Mounds were vanishing.  Our first thought was that they had collapsed under the contradictions embodied in their society, but when more Mounds vanished, we investigated and discovered the links to your world.  One particular Mound – this one – was on the verge of crossing over to your world when we slipped a fragment inside, but it was too late to prevent the transition.  As the Mound settled into your reality, the fragment – this fragment – killed and absorbed the Queen, then usurped control of the Mound.  It found itself within your world, and dreadfully weakened.  This world is not suitable for our life.”
 
    
 
   “The silent Mound in New York,” I realised.  I peered into the darkness.  Things were moving there, all the more disturbing for being only half-seen.  I had the sense of great powers building up for the final confrontation, vast machines moving in the shadows, preparing for war.  “That's where we are.”
 
    
 
   “Quite,” my grandfather said.  “I remained here, building up my understanding of your world while planning to complete my mission, until I was woken by one of you, Vincent Faye.  I extruded a fragment of a fragment of a fragment and sent it into him, bending him to my will.  His mind was strong and threatened to break under the strain of my control, so I extended a second fragment into his daughter, who was a far more willing host.  The fragment merged with her and directed her to act towards my end, creating the…bootstrap I could use to awaken the fragment and complete my mission.”
 
    
 
   I shivered again.  “What is your mission?”
 
    
 
   My grandfather’s face smiled.  “I am here to completely destroy the Faerie on this world,” he said.  “I am unable to interact directly with the universal…operating system, so I shall be forced to use more…direct methods, including direct confrontation.  I shall shortly be commencing the first stage of my mission.
 
    
 
   “I told you all this for a reason,” he added.  “I wanted you to understand what is going on, and why your people must remain out of the way.  The fragment will not distinguish between you and the Faerie and if you threaten it, it will strike back hard.”
 
    
 
   “But…you are the fragment, aren’t you?”
 
    
 
   His expression gave nothing away.  “In a manner of speaking,” he said.  “You must warn your people to remain out of the way, or else your race will be destroyed as collateral damage.  We are unstoppable and we have waited too long to complete the mission.”
 
    
 
   I paused.  “And the remainder of Faerie?”  I asked.  No one knew for sure, but I wanted to stall for time.  I needed to think desperately.  “Has it been destroyed?”
 
    
 
   “The fragment doesn’t know,” my grandfather said.  For a moment, he looked oddly scared – my grandfather was never scared of anything – and deeply worried. “It wants to reunite with the rest of its kind.  You have to stay out of the way, boy…”
 
    
 
   The world went white around me.  A moment later, I was slammed onto a grassy knoll, gasping for breath.  Aylia was right next to me, breathing hard.  A second later, an aircraft fell out of the sky and crashed right in front of us.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   The world works the way it does because of a set of physical principles.  Those principles are inter-related enough that changing them enough to effectively deny us electricity, internal combustion engines, and all effective explosives would also change the way the world worked in huge and unpredictable ways.
 
   -Dale R. Cozort
 
    
 
   “Shield,” I yelled, reaching out and pulling all the magic I could to me, wrapping it around us as a force shield.  I held the image in my mind of a sphere surrounding us, protecting us, and when the fireball rocketed over us it held against the wave of devastation.  Everything was a flicker of bare pictures in my mind, like a movie reel; the jumbo jet, it’s fall, the explosion and the stark certainty that no one could possibly have survived.
 
    
 
   Aylia screamed once, blood pouring down her face, as she added her energy to mind.  Somehow, the field held, not least because we both desperately wanted the shield to hold, and knew that it would.  Rational thought said that we were both dead, but rational thought had little place in a world of magic.  I looked at her, saw blood trickling down from her nose and ears, and smiled as the magic spiralled around her.  We had survived, barely.
 
    
 
   “What happened?”  Aylia asked, desperately.  The flames were already abating – the aircraft had crashed into concrete ground meters away – but I could make out other plumes of smoke in the distance.  I had lost track of time in the Mound, or when I was talking to the Forsaken, but it looked to be early morning.  How long had we spent down in a Mound where time behaved so oddly?  “Glass, what happened?”
 
    
 
   “The jet fell out of the sky,” I said, my voice hollow.  I had seen aircraft crash before, but I had never seen one fall out of the sky, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.  It had suddenly surrendered to gravity and just fallen like a lead balloon.  “Aylia…you’re in shock.  Use a calming discipline, now.”
 
    
 
   She nodded and concentrated.  The blood was a sign of how much stress she had put on her abilities, a manifestation in the mundane world of magic, suggesting that she would rest before she burned herself out and killed herself.  I doubted that she would have the time, even as the blood stopped dripping and faded away; the real damage was deep inside.  Guardians are trained to push themselves right to the limits of their endurance, but Aylia hadn’t had the training, not yet.  I clung to that thought.  It was the promise of a better world afterwards.
 
    
 
   “All right,” she said, finally.  I had taken the moment to run my own calming disciplines and I had been shocked by how little magical reserves I had left.  My powers had been drained by building and holding the shield.  “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “I saw the Forsaken,” I said, flatly.  Odd concepts were bubbling along in my mind, just under the surface, but the more I tried to look at them, the more they faded away into the darkness.  “I saw…”
 
    
 
   A nasty thought struck me.  “Check your cell phone,” I ordered, digging into my pockets.  Vincent Faye and his guards hadn’t bothered to try to disconnect me from the pocket dimension that I created, years ago, knowing that as long as I was chained up, I couldn’t access anything I had with me.  Or, perhaps, he was struggling with the Forsaken influence in his mind.  “Try and call someone.”
 
    
 
   My cell phone was dead, a useless hunk of plastic, and I swore.  I dug back into the pocket dimension and found other items, including a GPS receiver and a small surveillance device.  Both of them were stone cold dead.  The GPS receiver lit up briefly and then died; the bug simply refused to activate at all.  I pulled out a portable radio and a Game Gear, but they were dead as well.  Aylia’s cell phone was dead as well.
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand,” Aylia said, puzzled.  “Have the batteries been drained?”
 
    
 
   I looked back towards the New York skyline.  Even in morning, the city should have been glowing with light.  The skyscrapers were never dark, but they were now; I couldn’t see a single hint of electric power anywhere I looked.  I listened, hoping to hear a car or a light aircraft, and heard nothing.  It was as dark and silent as the grave.
 
    
 
   “The city is dead,” I said.  I didn’t believe the words even as I spoke them, but suddenly some of the Forsaken words came back to me.  They couldn’t live in our universe – hell, they could barely manifest in Faerie – so they were altering it to suit their needs.  “Concentrate.  Try a small spell.”
 
    
 
   I focused on a spell that should have had a tiny flame dancing on the end of my finger.  It billowed into existence, but I was so drained that it flickered out of existence a moment later.  Aylia could muster a much larger flame, but the moment after she created it she staggered, barely able to stand.  Our magic had been drained to the point where it might take hours to regain enough energy to teleport, or travel anywhere else.
 
    
 
   “The magic is working,” I said, finally, “but not technology.  I wonder if…”
 
    
 
   A nastier thought had just struck me.  I reached into my pocket and produced a silver six-shooter Cowboy had given me as a gift, claiming that it would give me an air of distinction.  I checked the bullets – silver, naturally, as well as a handful of deadly charms – pointed the gun at the wall, and pulled the trigger.  The gun banged and the bullet ricocheted off the wall, bouncing somewhere into the darkness.  I felt a great wave of relief passing through me and I sagged.  I think if Aylia hadn’t caught me I would have collapsed.
 
    
 
   “Electric power doesn’t work,” I guessed.  The alternative was that all of the power in my tools – and on the aircraft – had been drained instantly by…something.  I could feel it, right at the edge of my perception, but it hurt to look too closely at it.  It wasn’t magic, but something else, something different.  That alone pretty much proved that it was the work of the Forsaken.  If they had altered the universe to prevent the smooth flow of electric current…
 
    
 
   “Or maybe they’ve done something else,” Aylia said, when I explained my reasoning.  She tapped the side of her head meaningfully.  “I have an electric current in here as well and so do you.  Why aren’t we dead?”
 
    
 
   “Point taken,” I agreed.  She was right, of course.  There were electric charges in almost every living creature.  Unless the change in the universe only prevented power from building up beyond a certain level, it had to be something else.  I kept remembering what the Forsaken had said about the different universes.  If it were altering the laws of our universe to match its own…what would happen to humanity?  “I wish I had a good answer.”
 
    
 
   I leaned against the wall and, for the first time, looked around.  We had materialised in the middle of an industrial estate, but one that had clearly been shut down years ago as a result of the economic collapse.  Several buildings were blazing away merrily after the jet had crashed down on top of them, but others were intact.  I should have used a fire-dampening charm, I realised, but what was the point?  I couldn’t summon the energy to put out even a tiny blaze.
 
    
 
   “Come with me,” I said, and led her towards a large factory complex that had seen better days.  I wasn't surprised to see no sign of any occupation.  A complex like this, boarded up and abandoned, had probably been colonised by hundreds of supernatural creatures.  God knew what might be lurking in the shadows, but I didn’t have time to be careful.  We slipped in through a door that had been left ajar, found our way up to the third level – where the manager had worked, I guess – and peered through the window.  It looked down towards a road below – I wasn't even sure where we were; New York had never been my town – but I could see hundreds of cars, all stranded in the road.
 
    
 
   “Oh, hell,” I said.  I had hoped that the effect was limited, but it had clearly knocked out cars as well.  The field had only come into existence minutes ago, I realised; the cars were probably packed with people trying to go to work.  Very few of them would drive in to work during the night time these days, not for love or money.  No one wanted to commit suicide for their pointy-haired boss.  “Aylia, I think we’re in trouble.”
 
    
 
   “I know,” Aylia said.  “How far has the field spread?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head helplessly.  Science produced effects that spread in a manner that could be understood and predicted, or countered, if that were the requirement.  Magic tended to be far less predicable and controllable.  The new power the Forsaken had introduced was so far beyond our understanding that it might as well be – I smiled at the bad joke – magic.  It might have blanketed the entire United States, or the entire world, or maybe even the Solar System.  I looked up towards the rising sun and shook my head.  If the field had reached the sun, it would have put it out and that would have been the end of life on Earth.
 
    
 
   “There’s no way to know,” I said.  I concentrated, trying to access my own reserves.  The irony was that if I could get back to my house, I could draw on the power I’d stored there for emergencies.  There were some witches who developed links to other witches who could draw on their power anywhere, but it was a vulnerability that a determined enemy could exploit.  If cut…the effects could be fatal.  “How far can you teleport?”
 
    
 
   “Normally,” Aylia sad, bitterly, “I could teleport across the entire United States.”
 
    
 
   I nodded.  Teleporting spells are…odd.  It should be possible to teleport around the entire world, but no magician I knew of had managed to do any such thing.  The most anyone seemed to be able to jump was a thousand miles or so.  It was possible to jump around the world in successive jumps, but it was yet another thing about magic that made little sense.
 
    
 
   “Leave it for now,” I said, digging back into my pack.  I produced a handful of Army-issue energy bars and passed her a couple.  “Eat these and listen carefully.”
 
    
 
   I chewed my energy bar carefully – the guy who invented them was either incompetent or had a sadistic sense of humour, as they taste about as good as my old boots – and told her everything I’d learned from the Forsaken.  She hadn’t experienced anything during our mad rush to teleport away from the black pool, but she had seen enough of it to guess that we had been looking directly at the Forsaken itself, and it had been too vast for us to comprehend.  The thought bothered me.  It was possible for humans to beat the Faerie – they stuck to their rules, even though there were times when humans wished they wouldn’t – but the Forsaken were so far beyond us that they might as well be gods.  The odd thing was that I believed the story my grandfather’s image had told me, but even if it were completely true, what right did they have to wreck our world on their private vendetta?
 
    
 
   “They were under our nose all this time and we never knew,” Aylia said.  “Do you think the Faerie knew?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” I said.  “They are already within the walls of your castle.”
 
    
 
   Aylia blinked at me.  “I beg your pardon?”
 
    
 
   “Drak Bibliophile – the dragon – told me that they were already within the walls of my castle,” I said, grimly.  “I didn’t understand what he meant.  I even wondered if he meant you, or Varsha, or someone else who was already near me.  He meant the silent Mound and the Forsaken lying dormant within it.  Look to the children of magic, he said; the children of magic are the Faerie.  We didn’t look hard enough.”
 
    
 
   I cursed under my breath.  “I wonder if you can strangle a dragon.”
 
    
 
   “You couldn’t get your hands around his neck,” Aylia said, practically.  “You couldn’t get a line of twenty hands around his neck, and even if you did, actually strangling him would be difficult.  Glass…what are we going to do?”
 
    
 
   I looked back down towards the lines of stalled cars.  A handful of people were already walking back towards the city, others were just sitting in their cars, fearful that something might leap out of nowhere and attack them.  Years ago, there had been many dangers on the roads, but they had all been human.  The supernatural creatures had wiped out the wreckers and raiders and replaced them with a far darker threat.
 
    
 
   “If electric power is off all over the United States, there’s going to be anarchy,” I said, grimly.  I’d seen projections from some of the more secretive government offices, suggesting that the spread of magic would eventually lead to it replacing our laws of science.  “The transport links won’t work, so entire cities will starve and die out, their populations trying to flee to a safety that won’t exist.  Even if guns continue to work, the police and the army aren’t going to be able to keep a lid on the chaos; hell, people are going to be running very short of water.  It could be the end of the human race.”
 
    
 
   Aylia stared at me.  “Glass,” she said, again, “what are we going to do?”
 
    
 
   “Fucked if I know,” I said, practically.  I was too tired to think properly.  I wanted to go home, crawl under the covers and stay there for the next few years.  “We should go back to the Circle and report in, if we can, and see what is being done to control the situation.”  I snorted to myself.  We hadn’t been in control since the first wave of magic had returned to the land.  “If you want to go somewhere else…”
 
    
 
   “No, thank you,” Aylia said, primly.  She stared down at the Beauty Stone.  “I can’t believe that that was my father, in the end, or even the brat.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps it wasn't,” I said.  I wanted to offer her comfort, but what could I say?  My family had always been good to me.  “The Forsaken did suggest that it had been influencing your family for a very long time.  It clearly knew more about the laws of magic than your father, or anyone else, and was able to help him grow in power in exchange for his help.  It even infected your sister and turned her into its ally.”
 
    
 
   Or maybe not, I thought, silently.  Humanity had far too many idiots willing to make a deal with the devil if they thought it would put them on top.  Alassa might have believed that it would make her the Queen of Magic, or even the Queen of Earth, but was that really what the Forsaken had promised?  I reviewed my last memories of her as she was swept up by the expanding dark pool, and shivered.  Was she now part of the Forsaken multiplicity, or was she dead?  There was no way to know for sure,
 
    
 
   “The brat always wanted to get her own way and never mind who got hurt,” Aylia said, coldly.  “I used to dote on her.  Instead…”
 
    
 
   I reached out and put an arm around her, but she shrugged it off angrily.  “Is there any point in doing anything these days?”  She asked.  “Is there any point in anything?”
 
    
 
   “There are always the people,” I said, dryly.  “The young, the innocent, the ones who don’t want to be part of our world…isn’t protecting them worthwhile?”
 
    
 
   “And some of them hate you,” Aylia pointed out.  “I used to read some of the more extreme websites.  They used to think that the Guardians were never anything other than tools of government oppression, trying to keep magic under their control.”
 
    
 
   “No one has magic under their control,” I said.  That might not have been true any longer.  “We step in and try to keep the peace, we stop a few bastards from hurting other bastards – or innocent people – and we talk very quickly.  When all else fails, we stamp on trouble as quickly and brutally as we can, just to prevent a minor incident from growing out of control.  Anyway…”
 
    
 
   I took her hand and focused, gathering the energy to teleport.  I had worried, although I hadn’t said so to her, that we wouldn’t be able to build up the power reserves necessary to teleport, but we were lucky.  I muttered the spell under my breath – I hadn’t had to do that since basic training – and we vanished in a flash of light.  A moment later, we flickered into existence at the Circle.
 
    
 
   “She’s with me,” I said, to Mrs Pringle, when she fixed Aylia with a death glare.  “Where’s the Director?”
 
    
 
   “He’s trying to cope with the crisis,” Mrs Pringle said.  I was so relieved to see that her computer was working fine that I almost fainted, which would have provided her with a great deal of amusement.  “What do you know about it?”
 
    
 
   Varsha must have given him my note, I thought.  “That’s for his ears,” I said, firmly.  It wasn't something I was going to discuss in the lobby, not when anyone could hear it.  Messengers were running back and forth, their faces twisted with panic and fear.  They knew that it could be the end of humanity.  “Where is he?”
 
    
 
   “On his way to the White House,” Wilkinson said, from behind me.  I refused to give him the satisfaction of jumping.  He looked like a deeply worried man.  “You two are coming with me.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   People who develop emergency plans always seen to leave out the emergency.
 
   -John Ringo
 
    
 
   In all my years as a Guardian, I had never been to the White House.  It wasn't surprising.  The Secret Service tended to have a collective fit of hiccups at the thought of allowing any magician near the President, not without reason, as they had already lost two Presidents to magical attack.  They hadn’t been popular with some sections of the country and…well, there’s no shortage of people willing to pay for someone to strike from a distance, like a coward.  There were a handful of War Mages on their staff, but War Mages aren’t as good as Guardians, or they would be Guardians.
 
    
 
   “They’re watching us closely,” Aylia hissed in my ear.  She was probably wasting her time.  The Secret Service had directional mikes and other devices trained on us at all times.  They might even have watched what we did in the toilet.  “Don’t they trust us or something?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I answered, flatly.  Magic-users tended to become more and more eccentric the more they used their powers, and even Guardians were not immune to the problem.  The Secret Service’s worst nightmare was a rogue Guardian passing unnoticed through the wards surrounding the White House to assassinate the President and even paid a Warden to remain in the White House at all times.  The poor bastard might have been paid through the nose, but it wasn't much of a life.  I certainly didn’t envy him.  “Try not to take it personally.”
 
    
 
   I had hoped that we would be going into the Oval Office, but instead they took us down several flights of stairs into a bunker that no one is supposed to know about, although I was fairly sure that anyone with a working brain would have deduced its existence.  It was a combination of a panic room and situation room, where the President could hole up and continue to direct the defence of the United States while the enemy was at his very door.  I had the uneasy feeling that it might well become a tomb if the field draining electric power – or whatever the hell it was doing – expanded from New York down to Washington.  The wards would make using magic to escape very difficult.
 
    
 
   “The President has been in meetings ever since the first reports got out,” Wilkinson said, as yet another Secret Service man checked us with a combination of magic and science.  “He’s on the verge of panicking and ordering something drastic, so…”
 
    
 
   The door opened, revealing a long table, surrounded by computer screens displaying images from all over the nation.  A handful of them were showing New York from the air, fed directly from satellites or high-flying aircraft, taking the risk of closing with the draining field.  Others were showing images from streets around the nation, including panic in a dozen cities, or the location of various military units.  New York was cloaked in shadow.  No one, it seemed, had established contact with any military unit within the zone.  Anything could be happening there.
 
    
 
   “This is Guardian Glass,” Wilkinson was saying, “and Miss Aylia Faye.”
 
    
 
   “Charmed,” the President said.  He shook my hand firmly – he didn’t show any trace of the fear some mundane people had when they came face to face with a magician – and spent a little longer with Aylia’s hand.  Her father, after all, was one of his largest contributors, although I had a feeling that he was going to regret that little connection.  “Thank you for attending.”
 
    
 
   I studied the President as he waved the three of us towards comfortable chairs.  President Rutherford was an older man in his late forties, showing signs of thinning down as the stresses of his job sank into his mind.  At one time, America had been the most powerful nation in the world, but now large tracts of American land were under enemy occupation, and the nation was being pushed to the brink.  A weaker man might have broken, or ordered attacks that were doomed to fail, but President Rutherford had hung on, somehow.  God alone knew if he would prove worthy today.
 
    
 
   “General,” the President said, finally.  “Please give us your report.”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  I had known General Hawthorne from my Army days.  He hadn’t coped well with the concept of magic, or how it could be used in war, but he was a good man and cared deeply about his soldiers and his country.  He was a massive black man, with a rare smile that lit up his face, but he wasn't smiling now.  He, too, looked rather worried.
 
    
 
   “The field encompassing New York seems to stretch out for around thirty miles, with the epicentre at Central Park,” he began.  “I won’t bore you with the details, but suffice it to say that nothing above a certain level of technology appears to work within the field.  The effects defy rational explanation.  Guns work; jeeps and tanks do not, nor do radios, laser targeting systems or anything else requiring electric power.  We have attempted to fire small rockets within the field and they launch…and then fade out, to put it simply.  The Army Corps of Engineers is currently adapting some of our vehicles to start without electric power, but I am advised that that may take some time.
 
    
 
   “We have no direct communication with the city of New York, but refugees have been streaming out for the last hour,” he continued.  “Under the Emergency Powers Act, we ordered the units near the city we could contact – mainly National Guardsmen and various smaller Army and Air Force units – to attempt to seal off the city.  Refugees are being rounded up and sent to camps, but we need to move them somewhere sealed before night falls.  We have sent several platoons of volunteers into the city to attempt to make contact with the Mayor and trapped military units, but we’re reduced to using bicycles for transport.  What we do know, however, is worrying.”
 
    
 
   He nodded towards one of the satellite images.  “That’s New York,” he said, dryly.  “We have a live feed from one of the most secret systems we have developed and it is reporting that there is…something within Central Park, but we have been unable to identify it.  The most advanced cameras in the world have been unable to register it as more than a blur and, of course, we have nothing closer to take a better look.  The techs say that the effect is not unlike similar effects observed near Faerie Mounds and that the object may simply be incompatible with our technology.  We believe, however, that it is the item causing the field.
 
    
 
   “New York itself seems to be in a state of complete chaos,” he continued.  “There are several large fires burning out of control and open warfare on some parts of the street.  We have been unable, however, to communicate with anyone within the field, so we are unable to tell what the NYPD or the military is doing about it.  The field may be hampering their efforts to coordinate a response.”
 
    
 
   He looked over at the President.  “And that, Mr President, is all that we know,” he concluded.  “The nerds on my staff believe that this could be the next shot in the Faerie war against us, and one that could drive us to the brink of extinction.  If the field expands a hundredfold, it will envelop half the country…and that will be the end of America.  We will be smashed back down to a feudal state.”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  “Thank you,” the President said, finally.  “Guardian?”
 
    
 
   I took a deep breath and started to speak.  I told them what had happened to Cecelia Faye and how I had hunted for her with the aid of her sister.  I told them of the enigmatic warnings from the dragons and centaurs, and of how we had misinterpreted them.  I told them about how I had intended to stop Vincent Faye from carrying out the ritual, only to fail at the last moment…and about how the Forsaken had spoken directly to me.  There was a dead silence in the room as I told them everything.
 
    
 
   General Hawthorne broke the silence.  “But this is wonderful news,” he said, in delight.  He was smiling again, somehow, as he rounded on the President.  “Mr President, we can allow the Forsaken to destroy the Faerie and remove them from our world!  No more magic, no more threats to our very existence…we would finally be rid of them.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure that we dare,” I said, carefully.  I didn’t want to contradict my old superior, or embarrass my current superior, but I had no choice.  “The Forsaken admitted that he – it – would be reshaping parts of our universe to allow it to exist.  The field surrounding New York may be the first part of its expansion into our world, but it won’t stop there.  The nearest Mound is in Virginia.  What happens when it expands the field through Pennsylvania and into Virginia?  Or, for that matter, what about into New England, or the Mounds in Canada, or…”
 
    
 
   I paused, trying to find the right way to express it.  “Think of us as being caught between two superpowers, armed to the teeth with nuclear weapons, and serving as their battleground,” I continued, grimly.  I couldn’t let them just stand aside and allow the Forsaken their way.  “If they fight, we will be destroyed in the crossfire, a fight that could take years of our time.  We might not have very much of a world left after the victor finally emerges and declares victory.  How long will it be before the battles are all fought and won?”
 
    
 
   The President frowned.  “You spoke directly to one of them,” he said.  “Do you think that we could find room to negotiate?”
 
    
 
   “I doubt it,” I admitted.  The memory of my grandfather’s face and voice was still painful, but the centaurs had warned me – specifically – not to trust him.  I considered going back to Mirkwood – Yellowstone – and demanding explanations, but there was little point.  The centaurs only heard hints and flashes of the future, or so they claimed.  “I think that the fragment I faced was intent on destroying the Faerie at all costs; I think, in fact, that it wasn't really intelligent at all, in any way we would understand.  I don’t really think that it would care if we were in the way or not.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t know that,” the General said.  “Surely we can make an agreement…”
 
    
 
   “You can’t bargain if you don’t have anything to bargain with,” I said.  “The Faerie and the Forsaken are so different from us that one barely bothers to acknowledge our existence and the other has to speak to us through shadows.  The very concepts that guide them are profoundly different from ours.  I don’t think that the Forsaken fragment is capable of comprehending that we are individual humans, or that we cannot evacuate the entire world.  The Faerie, of course, wouldn’t care if we all dropped dead tomorrow.
 
    
 
   “But even if they did care, they might not be able to prevent our universe from altering radically because of their battle,” I continued.  “What we’re seeing in New York, I think, is the first change in the natural laws of science, preventing us from using most of our technology…”
 
    
 
   “That could be encouraging,” the General said.  “Why would they bother denying us our technology unless they had a reason to fear it?”
 
    
 
   I paused.  He was right.  “Good point,” I admitted, “but we don’t know if they meant to deny us technology or if it’s just a side effect of their manifestation in our reality.  If the former, then maybe we can threaten them, but if the latter…we might well be insects buzzing around their feet.
 
    
 
   “But I think that our priority should be to stop this intrusion before it gets too far out of hand,” I continued, carefully not admitting that it was already out of hand.  “The world works the way it does because of a series of interlocking principles – the introduction of magic was merely overlaid on those principles; it didn’t try to replace them – that define our reality.  If those principles were to be altered, intentionally or otherwise, the results could be devastating.  The Forsaken could do far more harm to us than the Faerie, just by being here.”
 
    
 
   “But if we try – and succeed – to force the Forsaken back out of our world, what about the Faerie?”  The General asked, coldly.  “You would have us defeat one potential menace over allowing it to destroy a very real menace.  You know the situation better than I, Glass; the country has been at war for the last fourteen years.  The national production of food has been dropping for the last five years and we are on the brink of having to ration food or admit that we cannot feed our own people.  What happens if the magic continues to grow in strength?  How can we deal with the Faerie?  We can’t even touch them!”
 
    
 
   I winced.  Again, he had a good point, but I knew that he was wrong.  “We may be able to unlock the secrets behind magic and use them to deter the Faerie from expanding further, or even…encourage them to seek out another refuge,” I said, slowly.  “We may not be able to destroy them, but we can seek a better – a more favourable – balance of power.  We won’t get that chance if the war plunges us back into the Dark Ages, or wipes us out altogether.”
 
    
 
   The President held up a hand.  “I need to think about this,” he said.  “Did the Forsaken give you any idea how much time we had?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said.  “I’m not even sure they understand the concept of time as we do.  It even said that we could call them the Timeless Ones.”
 
    
 
   “I see,” the President said.  “Which leads us to one final question.  Do you know if we can defeat them?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted, “but I know a man who does.”
 
    
 
   The President’s lips twitched.  “Please wait outside,” he said, signalling one of the Secret Service men.  “Boris, please show them both to a restroom where they can freshen up and then see to it that they’re fed.  We’ll call when we need you.”
 
    
 
   “Nice of him,” Aylia said, outside.  I wasn't surprised to discover that the White House had excellent facilities for guests, including the offer of whatever we wanted to eat.  “Glass…are you sure that we can beat them?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” I said.  The plan that was forming in my head was becoming crystal clear, yet I couldn’t have put it into words, or at least words that anyone could understand.  The concepts the Forsaken had showed me, the magical knowledge I had amassed over the years…and yes, the laws of science, had all combined to show me how the Forsaken had broken into our world.  We could use the same principle to put it back where it belonged.
 
    
 
   It also wasn't something I could explain to Aylia, or the President.  If they knew what I had in mind, they would never let me do it.
 
    
 
   “Order us something to eat,” I added, as I dug into my pouch.  “Choose whatever you want from the menu.  I have a call to make.”
 
    
 
   I was kicking myself for not having thought of it earlier, but I did have a link to Cowboy, in New York.  The small image of him was part of a set of photos, providing a way to reach out and speak to him.  I pulled it out, stared down at it for a moment, and then worked the charm.  There was no reply and I feared the worst, until I heard his voice in my mind.
 
    
 
   “This isn’t the time, Glass,” he said.  I winced.  The charm didn’t have anything like a volume control.  It sounded as if he were bellowing right into my ear.  “What do you want?”
 
    
 
   I had a fleeting sense of a riot, of him struggling to hold back the tidal wave of chaos.  “I need you to do something for me,” I said, grimly.  I had to convince him how important it was that he did as I said.  “I need you to find Brother Andrew and get him out of the city.”
 
    
 
   “Damn it,” Cowboy swore.  “There isn’t time…”
 
    
 
   “Do it,” I snapped back.  “We need him to put an end to this!”
 
    
 
   I closed the link and rubbed my ears.  “I hate doing that,” I muttered, to no one in particular.  Aylia had ordered, much to my amusement, pizza and water.  It was extremely good.  Nothing, but the best for the politicians, I decided.  Their power might not matter any longer if the field expanded to the point where all of America was powerless.  “Eat up.  We have a long trip ahead of us.”
 
    
 
   It was nearly an hour before we were called back into the meeting room.  “We’ve come to a decision,” the President said.  “You may attempt to destroy the Forsaken intrusion if humanly possible.  If not…we will attempt to seek an accommodation with it and provide what assistance we can in destroying the Faerie.  You will be acting on your own.  Do you understand me?”
 
    
 
   “The concept of being a deniable assert is not unfamiliar to me,” I replied, dryly.  “I won’t let you down.”
 
    
 
   The Secret Servicemen wanted to show us out the rear entrance – by then, the reporters had realised that something was badly wrong in New York and were surrounding the White House – but I wanted to use the lawn.  I didn’t tell them what for.  Armed Marines, their faces grim and worn, were patrolling, but they moved back on my command.  I wanted the lawn clear.
 
    
 
   “All right,” I said, feeling slightly silly.  What if I were wrong?  “I know you’re there.  Show yourself.”
 
    
 
   A moment later, Drak Bibliophile manifested above me.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   Hannibal’s plans never work right. They just work.
 
   -The A-Team
 
    
 
   “Easy,” I said, as the Marines lifted their weapons.  None of them had been prepared for the sight of a dragon, certainly not one as large as a massive jumbo jet.  “He comes in peace.”
 
    
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” Drak Bibliophile observed.  “Why did you call on me?”
 
    
 
   I wasn't going to play this time.  “I think you know perfectly well why I called on you,” I said.  “We need your help.”
 
    
 
   “You had all the help dragon society would provide,” Drak Bibliophile observed.  There was a trace of faint…amusement in his voice, a hint that something wasn’t quite right.  “What more do you want?”
 
    
 
   “Help,” I said, seriously.  “You’ve been following me all along.  I think you know as well as I do what’s happening in New York.”
 
    
 
   “The Timeless Ones are continuing the war that started in the past, or will start in the future,” Drak Bibliophile said.  I wondered at his choice of words, and then remembered how funny time acted when different laws of nature collided.  “How do you believe that we can help you further than we already have?”
 
    
 
   I ignored the clustering Marines, or the chatter of the reporters as they tried to snap photographs of the massive dragon.  “I was thinking about the Mounds and what they really are,” I said.  “They’re intrusions from another dimension.  The Russians attempted to destroy one and failed because they weren’t really attacking the actual Mound, merely its presence in our world.”  I paused.  “Does that make sense?”
 
    
 
   “More than you suspect,” Drak Bibliophile said.
 
    
 
   “It’s rather like the tip of an iceberg pointing into our world,” I continued, pushing on.  “What would happen if we were able to attack the iceberg itself?”
 
    
 
   “You would destroy the intrusion into your world,” Drak Bibliophile said.  There was a long pause.  “How do you intend to reach the iceberg, knowing that the Timeless Ones will see you coming, will have seen you coming, and will take whatever precautions they need to take to prevent you from reaching them?”
 
    
 
   “You could fly us there,” I said.  I remembered some of the odder reports of flying dragons and, now, they all made sense.  Dragons could move between dimensions on their own, without Mounds or Faerie magic, or even whatever the Forsaken used.  “You could help us reach it, couldn’t you?”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Drak Bibliophile agreed.  “Now…why should I assist you when dragon society has debated the issue and decided that we will not intervene further?”
 
    
 
   I felt a flicker of frustration, staring up at the dragon.  “Because if you don’t, the Forsaken will continue their conquest of this world and the rest of the universe,” I said, struggling to push the concepts into words.  “What will happen to you when the world changes so much that it can no longer support dragons?”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  “I will assist you,” Drak Bibliophile said, flatly.  There was an oddly toneless note to his voice.  It was hard, if I closed my eyes, to remember that I was speaking to a dragon, rather than a human.  Only the waves of heat emitting from his body reminded me of what he really was.  “You will have to destroy the iceberg yourself.”
 
    
 
   I nodded.  Aylia was less understanding.  “Why?”
 
    
 
   “Because the simplest things are very hard and the hardest things are very easy,” Drak Bibliophile said, and refused to be drawn on the subject any further.  “Climb onto my neck.”
 
    
 
   He flexed and lowered his neck to the point where he was almost pushing it against the ground.  I stared.  Even so low, it was like trying to climb up the side of a bus.  I pushed my hand against one of his scales, feeling the heat pushing at me.  I’d ridden in tanks and vehicles I would have considered dreadfully unsafe, but the dragon seemed far more dangerous than any of them.  I couldn’t escape the feeling that if I climbed onto the dragon, I would be hurting him, somehow…
 
    
 
   “On,” Drak Bibliophile ordered.  The world twisted around us and suddenly we found ourselves on top of his neck, just behind the crest on his head.  The dragon’s mouth opened in a long smile that seemed, somehow, unpleasant.  “Hold on as tight as you like.  You cannot hurt me.”
 
    
 
   The dragon seemed to pounce into the air.  I braced myself, expecting a massive gust of wind, but instead it was calm and peaceful.  Washington dropped away below us so rapidly that I found myself concentrating on the green-gold scales instead, not quite daring to look down at the city.  A handful of plumes of smoke marked the location of fires, either from riots or from people too stupid to check if their technology was working, after hearing the news about New York.  I didn’t laugh.  If the Forsaken field continued to expand, they might have the last laugh.
 
    
 
   “Look,” Aylia said, slowly.  I stared as a fighter jet appeared, keeping pace with us before the dragon left him behind.  I could see the pilot gaping at us, pushing his aircraft forward in an attempt to match the dragon’s speed, but it was impossible.  His aircraft was merely human, after all, while there was so much more to a dragon than anyone ever saw.  “What is he saying?”
 
    
 
   “Probably something about playing fair,” I guessed.  The plane was now a black speck in the distance.  I peered down again and saw the coastline of America spread out like a map, something that we could step across in a heartbeat.  Armchair generals would have appreciated it; they looked at the map and yet, didn’t see the roads, or rail lines, or rivers, all that would affect the march of an army towards its goal.  The Civil War had been fought out over such a small area, in comparison to the United States, or the entire world.
 
    
 
   “So,” Drak Bibliophile said.  I could somehow hear him perfectly, but the whole flight had an airy dreamlike feel surrounding it, almost as if it wasn’t quite real.  It might not have been.  The beating of the dragon’s mighty wings wouldn’t provide enough lift to keep him in the air, although since scientists had ‘proved’ that bumblebees couldn’t fly, it might have meant nothing.  “Where do you wish your humble servant to take you?”
 
    
 
   I ignored the slight mocking tone and concentrated.  “Home, first,” I said.  “I need to recharge my batteries.”
 
    
 
   “Draw on me,” Drak Bibliophile said, dryly.  He sounded as if I should have thought of it for myself.  “There is enough magic surrounding me to feed an army of magic-users without making us fall out of the sky.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said, surprised.  I hadn’t realised that that was possible, but when I closed my mind and concentrated, I felt the aura of powerful magic surrounding the dragon, just waiting for someone to tap.  I should have realised at once, I saw, as I carefully started to drain a little of that power.  Dragon skin had so many magical properties that they had to be hugely magical beasts.  The danger wasn't that I might accidentally hurt him, but that I might drain too much power and burn myself out.  I focused on a tiny stream of power at first, finally drawing enough to make me gasp as new life flooded into my system.  “That felt…strange.”
 
    
 
   Aylia held out her hand and I took it.  “Allow me,” I whispered.  Aylia wouldn’t have any experience with power reserves at all.  I showed her how to drain a trickle of power and wait, patiently, until she had drained enough power to feel human again.  She learned very quickly.  She might even have enough training and discipline to become a Guardian already, if she could get the experience.  “Are you sure you want to come all the way?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Aylia said, offended.  “Whatever that thing is, I want to get rid of it.”
 
    
 
   I followed her gaze.  New York lay ahead of us, like a burning jewel, but it didn’t dominate the skyline now.  A massive black tower rose out of the city, like a needle pressed firmly into its flesh, and rose upwards to infinity.  It looked simple, at first, but the more I looked at it, the more aspects of its reality became apparent to me.  It seemed to go off in directions the human mind couldn’t comprehend; right angles, left angles, angles we had no name for…and utterly beyond our comprehension.  For the first time, I grasped what some of my grandfather’s explanations had actually meant, and cursed myself under my breath.  How could mere humans fight that?
 
    
 
   “It isn’t really there,” Drak Bibliophile said, slowly.  Even the mighty dragon seemed daunted by the sight.  “You’re seeing something that is slowly pushing its way into your reality, growing out of a single moment of pure reality…”
 
    
 
   Something clicked in my mind.  “Cecelia’s death,” I said.  I hadn’t understood until now.  It could have been anyone, but no, they’d had to use the baby girl.  If she had died in the heart of the Forsaken Mound, it would have been a moment it could use to reshape the laws of reality surrounding it and come back to life.  It no longer needed to skulk around the higher planes and interfere with the searchers.  It could proceed with its mission without interruption.  “That’s why she had to die.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” the dragon said.  “So, where now?”
 
    
 
   I looked down at the city in the distance and the teeming masses of humanity trying to escape.  “Where Cowboy is,” I ordered finally.  There were spells I could use to locate him, but they wouldn’t work well against a Guardian.  We have protections against finding spells.  “Can you locate him?”
 
    
 
   The dragon seemed to bank in the air and swooped down towards what looked like an army base.  Hundreds of tanks, armoured infantry vehicles and jeeps milled around, while thousands of soldiers and volunteers were organised by military police.  The scene looked completely chaotic and I felt a moment of fear, but as we grew I could make out moments of order.  The United States Army might not have expected the Forsaken intrusion, but it was responding as well as it could to the new crisis.  I could see MLRS trucks being prepared, along with heavy guns and other weapons of war.  There were also swords and more primitive weapons, a grim acknowledgment that cold iron could kill supernatural creatures, while shooting them with an M16 would merely annoy them.
 
    
 
   “They’re not going to be able to do much, are they?”  Aylia said, as the dragon landed on a parade ground that had once held hundreds of soldiers and now could barely hold the dragon.  “If the very laws of reality are changing under their feet…”
 
    
 
   “You never know,” I said.  I looked around and spotted Cowboy’s horse in the midst of a set of command vehicles.  Trigger was starting to look astonishingly practical, now that vehicles weren’t working in New York.  If I knew Cowboy, he was probably laughing his head off as he raced past the refugees.  “Come on.”
 
    
 
   We left the dragon behind, leaving him to eye a handful of other horses as if they were lunch, and walked into the command tent.  There were dozens of officers running around, shouting at each other, with an air of barely concealed panic.  I wasn’t surprised – disasters are always chaotic at first, until clear lines of command are set and a method of response is launched – but several of the army officers looked broken.  This wasn't a command post on the front lines, but one assembled at very short notice…and, I realised, commanded by a Major.
 
    
 
   “Guardian,” the Major said, with a salute.  Technically, Guardians have no military rank – we’re not commissioned officers – but we have priority whenever magic is involved.  I’d once barked orders to two generals and they’d accepted them without demur.  “Do you need a sit-rep?”
 
    
 
   “They’re expanding,” Cowboy said, from his corner.  He looked completely different without the hat and the cowboy shirt.  He also looked dreadfully tried.  “Show him the images?”
 
    
 
   The object in Central Park was as enigmatic as ever, but it was now surrounded by a horde of smaller creatures – the scale said that they were about twice the size of a man – that were spreading out throughout the streets.  They were just as hard for the cameras to catch as their superior, but there was no doubt about the effects.  The handful of people attempting to fight them off seemed to be having absolutely no success at all…and the creatures weren’t even bothering to retaliate.  I drew a mental line in my head and swore.  They were walking directly towards Virginia.  There were rivers, and hills, and even other supernatural creatures in their path and I doubted that they would be slowed down even for a moment.
 
    
 
   “What do we do?”  The Major asked.  “Do we deploy and fight them, or do we get out of their way, or what?”
 
    
 
   I smiled.  “Use long-range shells and try to disrupt their advance,” I said.  Would shells even explode in the field?  The only way to find out would be to test it.  “Don’t try to fight them directly; just concentrate on keeping the refugees out of their way.”
 
    
 
   I nodded to Cowboy and we slipped over to a nearby tent.  Brother Andrew sat on a small couch, rubbing his ears as blood dripped down, only to vanish before it struck the floor.  His hands, I noticed with a shiver, seemed to be bleeding themselves.  I didn’t want to know if his legs were bleeding as well.
 
    
 
   “All right,” Cowboy said, angrily.  “What the hell is going on?”
 
    
 
   “One moment,” I said.  I pulled out my cell phone, checked that we were still outside the field, and made a quick phone call. I wanted a very special item prepared for me.  “Listen carefully.”
 
    
 
   I filled them both in on what had happened to New York.  “She’s not dead,” Brother Andrew said when I had finished.  His voice was weak, but there was no trace of doubt or despondency in his tone.  “I would have felt her die.”
 
    
 
   For a moment, I felt a wave of sympathy.  The Sensitive felt every death that occurred in New York, every flicker of magic, every moment of domestic violence…his life was a living hell.  I don’t know why his superiors didn’t send him to an isolated monastery somewhere up a mountain, miles away from civilisation, but they should have done.  Perhaps the Bishop, wherever he was now, had had something to do with it.  He didn’t strike me as a man who had much empathy for others.
 
    
 
   “But…”  I shook my head.  It didn’t matter at the moment.  “I need you to help us defeat that thing.  Are you willing to come with us?”
 
    
 
   “It’s too…oppressive in my mind,” Brother Andrew said.  His voice was starting to drift.  “I can feel it’s great slow thoughts pounding away as it prepares…and it’s cold anticipation of a job well done, and its fear that it has fallen too far from its kind, and the voices it has gathered to itself…”
 
    
 
   He stopped suddenly.  “It’s strange,” he said.  “I don’t think it even recognises our existence, yet you say it spoke to you.  I can’t help you here, Guardian.  I was helpless in the chapel until the other Guardian arrived to take me out of the city.”
 
    
 
   “And I left the city in the hands of scum to save you,” Cowboy said, harshly.  Whatever else could be said about him, he wasn't a quitter.  Abandoning the streets of New York to the enemy, and the rioters, hadn’t sat well with him.  “Glass, some of the sorcerers from the Magical Mile attempted to fight it, but their spells just vanished into the darkness.  Some tried to walk in and just vanished.  How can we fight that thing?”
 
    
 
   “Through knowledge,” I said, slowly.  I had wondered about something, but Brother Andrew had just confirmed it, perhaps.  What if Cecelia wasn't dead after all?  I’d seen her swallowed up by the darkness, but what did that prove, really?  I’d been in the darkness, hadn’t I?  “I need to take Brother Andrew with us, if he’s willing to come…”
 
    
 
   “The darkness will destroy us all if we allow it,” Brother Andrew said.  He sounded stronger now, more determined.  “I can feel it ripping and tearing away at God’s creation, unaware of what it’s actually doing, or maybe uncaring.  It has lived so long for war that war is all it knows.  We have to stop it.”
 
    
 
   Cowboy looked up.  “And can you see a way to stop it?”
 
    
 
   “I can,” I said.  I wasn't going to elaborate.  If the Forsaken had absorbed Faerie traits, it might hear if we spoke about it…and that would be disastrous.  It was already moving ahead with its plan and wouldn’t allow us to interfere.  Our only hope was to catch it by surprise.  “Cowboy, will you come with us too?”
 
    
 
   I don’t know why I made that offer, or why I was relieved when Cowboy shook his head.  “No,” he said, flatly.  “My duty is here.  Major Mulligan is the only senior officer who has arrived so far and he’s a logistics punk.  There was a conference in New York for the top brass and…want to bet that that was a coincidence?”
 
    
 
   I shivered.  Was the Forsaken Fragment somehow rearranging events to suit it already, or was I merely being paranoid?  I didn’t even want to think about the possible implications.  How could one fight an enemy like that?
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I said, to Brother Andrew.  “Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Drak Bibliophile was waiting for us when we emerged, surrounded by a handful of curious people, mainly frightened refugee children.  None of them had ever seen a dragon before and I saw them wondering at the creature, embracing some of the wonder in the new world.  I hoped that they would survive the coming weeks and months, but I feared that they would not.
 
    
 
   “Sometimes the dragon wins,” Drak Bibliophile said, when Brother Andrew asked him why he was there.  The dragon’s wings beat once and we were in the air.  “That’s why there are still dragons around.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   What does it profit a man if he should gain the whole world, yet lose his soul?
 
   -The Bible
 
    
 
   “What is…that?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head at Aylia.  The object in question was a small silver box, marred only by the removal of one item and its replacement with a jury-rigged control pad.  The technician had sworn blind that it should work, but I wasn't so sure.  If it failed at the wrong time, or detonated earlier, we would be in serious trouble…or dead.
 
    
 
   “Never mind,” I said, tapping my ears significantly.  I suspected that the Forsaken Fragment wouldn’t care if it overheard us, but I wasn't going to take chances with something as powerful and dangerous as it had already proven itself to be.  Aylia got the message and shut up.  “Just let me sign for this…ah, thing and then we can be off.”
 
    
 
   The guards at the small base were unhappy, to say the least, but my authorisation and a quick phone call to Washington confirmed my permission to take the object with me.  The dragon had aroused more excitement than anyone was comfortable with, but the base was far away from more populated areas and hopefully its visit had passed unnoticed.  If not…well, it wouldn’t be the first time a top secret military base had been discovered by the media.  I doubted that it would matter.  If the Forsaken Fragment continued to expand, we were dead anyway in the long run.
 
    
 
   I pulled the device onto my shoulders and winced at the weight, or lack of it.  I could have carried it easily with one hand.  Before the magic returned, everyone had been worried about what would happen if – when – terrorists got their hands on a backpack nuke.  Even now, it was still a major concern, although the encroaching magic field tended to distract people from such issues.  Besides, most of the terrorists who would have nuked us had their own problems back home.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I said, and led her back outside into the bright sunlight.  Drak Bibliophile sat neatly on a helipad intended for an entire fleet of helicopters, his massive form somehow compressed into the smaller space.  I didn’t want to look too closely, but I was starting to suspect that the dragons were capable of existing in several realms simultaneously, perhaps even capable of fitting into a smaller space, or even a room.  “Are we ready?”
 
    
 
   Drak Bibliophile smiled his dragonish smile.  He’d been chatting happily to Brother Andrew about his Sensitive powers, although he’d been far less forthcoming about his own powers.  I’d been worried when the conversation turned to God – the last thing anyone wanted was a religious dispute with a fire-breathing dragon – but they seemed to be getting along quite well.  The dragons, it seemed, had their own concept of a universal creator.
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Drak Bibliophile said.  He hadn’t been forthcoming about how he intended to reach the Forsaken, but I suspected that I knew the truth.  All of the Mounds were linked together, after all, and the Faerie might even have a backdoor into the silent Mound.  Even if they didn’t, they might allow him to slip through without being noticed.  “Hop on.”
 
    
 
   I was getting used to the twisting sensation as the dragon pulled us both onto his neck, and then launched himself into the air.  This time, it felt a little different, as if the dragon was jerking like a runaway train.  His long neck coiled backwards and forwards, his wings altering and twisting rapidly, perhaps even enough to send him falling out of the sky.  I felt sick as the view kept shifting rapidly and concentrated on hanging onto the scales.  If I hadn’t pulled one off by now, I wasn't going to be able to do so.  The dragon had nothing to fear from me.
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry,” Aylia said, from behind me.  She didn’t seem to be affected by the flight at all.  “It’ll all be over soon.”
 
    
 
   I glanced back towards New York.  It was well over the horizon, even at such a height, but I could still sense the presence of the Forsaken.  The last report we’d had had said that the military was attempting to disrupt the advance, but that the creatures didn’t seem to care how many of them were blown apart; they just kept moving onwards.  There was no sign that the Faerie had noticed, or cared, that their arch-enemy had finally arrived, but that was perfectly in character for them.  They wouldn’t have lowered themselves to care until it was too late.
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” I said.  I looked back at her and saw her smile.  “Aylia, if we don’t come back, I…”
 
    
 
   “I know,” she said, and kissed the back of my neck.  “I know what you’re trying to say.”
 
    
 
   “Get a room, you two,” Brother Andrew said, shaking his head.  “I don’t think that this is quite the time to join the mile high club.”
 
    
 
   I laughed, seeing a world of promise in Aylia’s eyes.  “Maybe not,” I agreed.  It would take some of the pressure off, but it would probably unbalance the dragon.  No one was quite sure how dragons reproduced – no one had encountered a female dragon – but he would probably find our fumbling funny.  “It’s probably against the law to have sex on an aeroplane.”
 
    
 
   “How you humans can fly in those metal tubes I will never know,” Drak Bibliophile injected.  His tongue lolled out in a long smile.  “You could all learn to shine like the stars themselves, but instead you trust your lives to such strange things.  You are far safer on my back.”
 
    
 
   I laughed.  “Thank you for everything,” I said, and meant it.  “When are we going to reach the Mound?”
 
    
 
   The dragon seemed to hover in the air for a long second.  “Right now,” Drak Bibliophile said, and we plummeted out of the sky.  The ground came towards us at a shocking speed and I barely had time to register the Mannington and the nearby Mound before space and time warped around us and we were somewhere else, in darkness.  The dragon seemed to be glowing, illuminating the surrounding area, yet there was nothing to see.  It didn’t feel like the place I had spoken to the Forsaken; it felt somehow cold, and very distant.  I could hear the sound of a giant heartbeat somewhere in the distance.
 
    
 
   “They know we’re here,” Brother Andrew said.  I could barely make his face out in Drak Bibliophile’s glow.  He was holding a small cross in his hands and stroking it constantly, scared out of his mind.  I didn’t blame him.  We had come crashing right into a Faerie Mound.  “They’re scared.  They’re scared of him.”
 
    
 
   “They prefer not to acknowledge our existence,” Drak Bibliophile confirmed.  I could hear his wings beating against something, but I don’t know what.  It seemed to be blowing hot, then cold, then hot again, with a faint scent of something that would drive me crazy if I concentrated on it too long.  “The Faerie would prefer to pretend that we are nothing to them, or that we don’t even exist.  We are rarely welcome visitors in their Mounds, for we defy their laws of reality.”
 
    
 
   I nodded as something else suddenly made sense.  “You’re not part of their world, are you?”
 
    
 
   “We come from somewhere so distant that even we remember it in legends alone,” Drak Bibliophile said.  There was something intolerably sad in his voice.  The dragons lived so long that they had outlasted entire civilisations, perhaps even entire universes.  “They say that one day we will all meet again in the place where no shadows fall.  Until then, we wander.”
 
    
 
   There was a hint of a rebuke.  “You should know by now that what you see isn’t what you get,” he added. “We are so much more than you allow yourselves to believe.”
 
    
 
   Brother Andrew spoke into the silence.  “You’re part of everything, aren’t you?”  He asked.  “Why didn’t I see that before?”
 
    
 
   “Your brain might not have been ready to see it,” Drak Bibliophile said.  “You should know by now that even a Sensitive cannot grasp everything, or tolerate its existence.  The universe is not only stranger than you imagine, but stranger than you can imagine.  There are threats out there that make the Forsaken or the Faerie look like little insects scurrying over existence.  There are wonders out there that would make you cry for joy if you saw them.  Glass was smart to bring you here, but the cost…”
 
    
 
   He broke off as light flared around us.  When it faded, we were standing in the Queen’s throne room.  I looked around instinctively for Drak Bibliophile and saw the dragon as merely the size of a large car, yet still as powerful.  One golden eye winked at me and I understood.  The Faerie might have sought to diminish his appearance, but they couldn’t touch the core of his power, or his majesty.  The Queen never even looked at him directly.
 
    
 
   “Your Majesty,” I said, formally.  Aylia curtsied, but didn’t fall down in front of her again, much to my relief.  The Queen didn’t seem to be blasting us with her power either, nor trying to overwhelm us with her sheer presence.  And, I realised, she was alone.  There were no witnesses.
 
    
 
   I remembered what the Forsaken Fragment had said about the Queen and peered at her, trying to see the strands of power linking her to her people.  At first, I could see nothing, and then I realised that I was looking for a single tree in a massive forest.  The Queen no longer looked human, or even humanoid; she was merely a spider sitting at the centre of her web, a spider so large as to defy the laws of nature.  The web of power seemed to grow larger and larger as I looked closer, threatening to suck me in and swallow me in a heartbeat, before I broke free.
 
    
 
   If we could break that web of power, I realised, dazed, we could free ourselves of the threat, once and for all.
 
    
 
   “We welcome you to Our Court,” the Queen said.  Her voice rang in my head.  It was majestic, and yet…there was something phoney about it.  I had seen the woman behind the curtain.  Something clicked in my mind yet again and I smiled, almost laughing out loud.  “Why have you troubled Us with your presence?”
 
    
 
   I fought to keep the smile off my face and spoke carefully.  “Your Majesty, the Forsaken have arrived at this world,” I said.  The Queen showed no emotion, no sense of awareness, or concern.  “We would ask for your assistance to reach the Mound they have infested and destroy it.”
 
    
 
   “You cannot destroy a Mound,” the Queen said, as calmly as if she were discussing the weather.  “We may not allow you passage though Our domain.”
 
    
 
   I hesitated, and then took the plunge.  “Your Majesty, the Forsaken have declared their intention to exterminate your people,” I said.  “If their infection continues to spread, they will destroy your people and mine.  We cannot allow that to continue.”
 
    
 
   “They will not destroy us,” the Queen said.  “We are secure in Our domain.”
 
    
 
   “We broke through into your domain,” Drak Bibliophile said.  The dragon’s voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.  For a moment, I saw another shape under the dragon’s form, before it faded back to normal.  The warped nexus of space and time that defined the Faerie Colony couldn’t quite accept his existence.  “The Forsaken will not bother to ask your permission to destroy you.  They will punch into your world, adapt themselves to the new environment, and destroy the magic.  You and yours will collapse into dust.”
 
    
 
   “They are not you,” the Queen said.  She spoke a word that sounded like breaking glass.  “They will not be able to breach the walls of this castle.”
 
    
 
   “They’re already here,” I said.  The Queen whirled around and stared at me.  I was caught like a moth in the headlights, yet I was still able to think.  My sudden awareness of what lay at the heart of the web kept me moving.  “All Mounds are linked together, Your Majesty, because of the flow of magic.  You are merely at the apex of power.  The Forsaken hold one of your Mounds and need not break through your defences.  They are already inside your defences.”
 
    
 
   The sheer presence of the Queen was almost overwhelming, yet I could still keep my mind working.  The Forsaken Fragment was sending an army across the ground, in our world, and yet if I were right, it didn’t need to do that.  Why not?  Did it even know that it already had access to Faerie, or was there some other reason why it wasn't already attacking?  That wasn't a thought I liked.  If we failed, we would be taken by the Forsaken…and it would learn about the route right into the other Mounds.  The Queen might deny us her permission to move through her Mound.
 
    
 
   “They are no threat to Us,” the Queen said.  I couldn’t believe it.  Half of Faerie destroyed or occupied by the Forsaken, with a new intrusion into our world, and she was dismissing the threat!  I’d seen humans who were too conceited to recognise certain disaster staring them in the face, but the Faerie?  I remembered what the Forsaken had said and shivered again.  The successful Queens were the ones who were so arrogant and self-centred as to believe that no one could defeat them.  The ones who doubted themselves were generally bumped off by their subjects.  “We refuse you Our permission.”
 
    
 
   I laughed aloud, this time, knowing that there was more than a hint of madness there.
 
    
 
   “You laugh?”  The Queen asked.  A week ago, the danger in her voice would have had me cowering at her feet, but now I knew better.  “Why do you dare, mortal thing?”
 
    
 
   “I dare because you are no more a Faerie than I am,” I said.  Everything suddenly made sense, including the lack of the rest of her Court.  She hadn’t wanted them to see this.  “You’re human, aren’t you?  Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain, indeed!”
 
    
 
   The Queen seemed to smile.  “Once,” she said.  “The Fair Folk love the fun and excitement of high rank, with all the perks of power, all the fancy dresses and finery, but they detest the hard work of government.  I was a babe when they took me into the Mound and left a changeling in my place.  The previous Queen absorbed me into herself and…and…and…I became her, somehow.”
 
    
 
   I blinked.  “But…I was told that the Queens were the strongest among the Faerie…”
 
    
 
   “You should know better than to believe everything you are told,” Drak Bibliophile said.  The dragon’s bulk rumbled with laughter.  “This is a world where two separate and mutually contradictory things can be true at once.”
 
    
 
   I rubbed the side of my head.  “Your Majesty,” I said, carefully, “your people – both of your peoples – are on the brink of being exterminated.  If we go through the tunnels into the silent Mound, we may have a chance to defeat them and save a fragment of your kind.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” the Queen said.  “We would not wish Our loyal subjects to be aware of any such agreement.”
 
    
 
   It was worded as a statement, but I understood.  The Faerie might overthrow her, only to discover that her successor needed human traits as well to survive and prosper as a Queen.  “We will not speak a word of it to your people,” I promised.  “If we fail…”
 
    
 
   “Go,” the Queen ordered.
 
    
 
   A moment later, we were falling through a dark tunnel, plunging towards the centre of the Earth.  I was grateful that I couldn’t see anything, even though I was sure that we were surrounded by all kinds of things, hidden only by the darkness.  Everything turned and twisted and then we were flying on the dragon again, racing down a long passageway that seemed to stretch on forever.  I opened my mind, just a little, and felt the tendrils of magic racing past us, contaminated by…something.  The Queen had been wrong.  The Forsaken Fragment was already making inroads into Faerie Magic.
 
    
 
   We’re in the plumbing, I thought, and tried very hard not to giggle.  The humans who had tried, in the years after the Faerie had departed, to make sense of the magic had focused on ley lines and other symbols of power.  We were looking now at the real lines of power, stretching from Mound to Mound as the Queens shared their power…and did it without even admitting that there was anyone to share power with!  The human component made sense now.  Humans have always been good at deceiving themselves into believing something that common sense tells them to be untrue.
 
    
 
   And there were…things out there in the darkness.  I saw images, floating directly into my mind, many beyond my ability to comprehend.  A flame-haired man lay chained to a sheer cliff face.  As I watched, he opened his eyes and winked at me.  A massive octopus-like creature, only with far too many limbs, peered suspiciously at us, before returning to its meal.  Other creatures, each one weirder and strange than the last, looked at us briefly, and then ignored us.  We were beneath their notice.
 
    
 
   “We are between the worlds,” Drak Bibliophile said.  Even the great dragon seemed hushed in the void.  “And now…”
 
    
 
   The world changed around us again, and then we were standing in a darkened room.
 
    
 
   “This is as far as I can come,” Drak Bibliophile said.  “If the Forsaken senses me…”
 
    
 
   I nodded.  “Thank you,” I said.  “If we don’t see you again…”
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” the dragon said.  “Whatever happens, humans, happens.”
 
    
 
   A moment later, he was gone.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” Brother Andrew said.  He sounded rather more confident than I would have expected, but Sensitive magic always was.  “This way.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   There are some corners of the universe which have bred the most terrible things. Things that act against everything we believe in. They must be fought!
 
   -Doctor Who
 
    
 
   We were walking through an enormous beast.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t escape the feeling that the Forsaken Fragment knew exactly where we were and what we were doing at all times.  I could feel its great slow thoughts all around us as we made our way stealthily through the strange complex.  The Mound was dead and cold, but somehow light seemed to sparkle through, with no apparent source.  The magic field was going crazy all around us, as if it were fighting for its very existence.  There was an enormous heartbeat somewhere in the distance, deep heavy breathing from a tired giant, or perhaps it was merely our minds struggling to cope with the inexplicable.  It wasn't a human place.
 
    
 
   We walked in silence.  Here and there, we saw traces of what the Mound had been like when a Faerie Queen had ruled, before the Forsaken had slaughtered the Queen and absorbed the remaining Faerie into its multiplicity.  There were hints, shadows right at the rear of the chambers we passed, of royal halls and regal galleries.  Nothing was fixed in Faerie, everything was fluid at the will of the Queen, but now it was like walking through a burned out building.  Something immensely powerful had been through the Mound and now there was nothing left, but the stench of death and the strange illumination.  The Forsaken Fragment had no need to prowl the dead tunnels, like a dragon or a far nastier creature from the Monster Mountains; it was secure in its dominance and control.  In many ways, it reminded me of the Faerie.  It would probably have hated that comparison.
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t care about us,” Brother Andrew said, his voice echoing oddly in the strange dimension.  “It’s thinking about other matters.  I can hear its thoughts.  It knows that the Army’s out there and it doesn’t care.”
 
    
 
   I had a flash of what it must be like for the men back home, on what I couldn’t help thinking of as the surface, as the Forsaken army rolled over them.  The clashes between humanity and the Faerie – and many of the lesser supernatural creatures – had never ended well.  The Forsaken might not care about humanity, but it might well stop to scratch an itch.  It was still hard to make sense of the concepts that had poured into my head, a legacy from my Grandfather’s image, but I knew that it could have destroyed humanity with ease.  The sheer level of power was beyond belief.
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand,” Aylia said, grimly.  I could barely make out her face in the semi-darkness, but I could see the magical glow of the Beauty Stone easily.  It might have served as a beacon in the darkness, attracting the Forsaken Fragment’s attention to us, but there was no way I could have asked her to leave it behind.  The Faerie might have been offended if she had left it at home.  “You can hear it?”
 
    
 
   “It’s strange,” Brother Andrew said.  He sounded numb, but his eyes were alight with wonder and fascination.  “It’s not really intelligent as we understand the term, not yet.  I can’t understand everything it’s showing me, but it’s building up into an intelligent creature, spawning into something altogether different.”  He paused.  “When this particular egg is cracked, who knows what’s going to come out?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing good,” I said.  Another piece of the puzzle had fallen into place.  The Forsaken couldn’t manifest in our dimension without altering it radically to suit themselves.  The Forsaken Fragment had been so badly shocked by the contact that it had been rendered comatose until Vincent Faye had awoken it, probably by accident.  What could have happened to the remainder of the Forsaken?  Had they completed the destruction of Faerie, or were they waiting to hear back from their advance scout?  “We have to stop it.”
 
    
 
   “Something God created so long ago,” Brother Andrew whispered.  I don’t think he had even heard me.  “I can hear voices surrounding us, trying to talk to us.  They’re calling for us all.”
 
    
 
   I looked around, but saw nothing, apart from the strange burned walls.  We moved onwards, picking up our pace as quickly as we could but stopped dead when we entered a large chamber.  It was packed with bodies as far as the eyes could see, slight bodies that were inhumanly perfect.  My first thought was that they were Elves, but when I looked closer I could see that they were Faerie, locked down and trapped into one form.  The perfect faces hadn’t decayed at all, but they bore the signs of massive suffering, enough pain to kill even a creature made of magic.  I looked for faces I might recognise, even though it was futile, and saw none.  The Faerie had just been slaughtered ruthlessly.
 
    
 
   “The Forsaken locked them into one form,” I said, grimly.  I understood the how, but not the why.  Cold Iron could affect the Faerie in some way, grounding their magic against the metal’s elemental nature, but this was on a much larger scale.  “They couldn’t change any longer, or use their magic, and it killed them.”
 
    
 
   “They were in its way,” Brother Andrew said, reaching out to touch one of the Faerie with a long finger.  I tensed, ready to snatch him away if the corpse proved to be booby-trapped in some way, but nothing happened.  There wasn’t even a flicker of light from what had once been a being with more magic than any human had ever possessed.  “They tried to make a stand and it just overwhelmed them.  It didn’t even think that they were important enough to bother with; it didn’t even care.  It just overwrote their form and left them to die of shock.”
 
    
 
   I looked at him, carefully.  Tears were streaking down his cheeks.  I had needed the Sensitive to help guide us to the core of the Mound, to locate the core of the Forsaken Fragment, but his gifts were supercharged in this realm.  He might have been aware of my thoughts; he certainly might know what I was carrying on my back.  What would a man of God say to an atomic bomb?  I hadn’t known anyone who could feel sorry for the Faerie – apart from isolated tree-huggers who thought that all Faerie were tragic creatures, because they’d never met one – but if Brother Andrew could feel sorry for them, what else could he feel sorry for?
 
    
 
   “They should be buried,” he said, slowly.  “Can’t we take them out of here?”
 
    
 
   “There’s no way to move them,” I said, not unkindly.  I wouldn’t have felt sorry for them myself – the lowest of the Faerie still thinks that he’s far superior to any other creature – but I respected his decision, even though I was going to keep a sharp eye on him.  “We’ll have to leave them here.  Perhaps, afterwards, we can bury them properly.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” Brother Andrew said.  He listened to the voices that only he could hear.  “We have to move now, Guardian.  Part of it has noticed us.”
 
    
 
   We walked onwards, quickly, though the semi-darkness.  “It’s noticed us?”  Aylia asked.  “What is it going to do about us?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” Brother Andrew said, slowly.  He rubbed the side of his head.  “The machine is full of ghosts, whispering and talking to themselves…and they’re all mad.  I can hear them all.  They want us to save their souls.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said.  “Ghosts aren’t souls…”
 
    
 
   “They’re part of the machine somehow,” Brother Andrew said.  He winced.  “They’re all talking at once, but…Glass, they’re people!  They’ve been pulled into the multiplicity.  I can hear them trying to talk to us!”
 
    
 
   I stared.  How many people had gone missing when the Mound had appeared in Central Park, back when part of the world had made sense?  Hundreds.  How many had disappeared afterwards, before Central Park had been cordoned off by the NYPD, despite the appeals of the Mayor?  Hundreds more.  How many magicians and would-be sorcerers had tried to reach the Faerie they thought lived in the Mound?  Too many to count.  Had they all been absorbed into the Forsaken mind?
 
    
 
   Is that it?  I wondered, seeing another piece of the puzzle.  I had thought that it was the Forsaken Fragment itself that had talked to me, but had it been the collective voice of the humans trapped within the multiplicity?  I didn’t understand, but somehow I was sure that it all made sense, at some level.  Had my Grandfather’s image been composed by human souls and thoughts, animated by my own memories, and used to speak to me?  Just what was the Forsaken Fragment, really?
 
    
 
   “They want us to save them,” Brother Andrew said.  He staggered and would have fallen, had we not caught him by the arms.  “They’re demanding that we save them!”
 
    
 
   “I would like nothing better,” I said, truthfully.  “Ask them if they know how we can save them.”
 
    
 
   A wave of light washed thought the chamber.  It illuminated hundreds of figures surrounding us, staring at us with wide pleading eyes.  There were humans, elves, vampires, werewolves, mermaids and hundreds of other creatures, including some I had only heard about by inference.  No one knew for sure what some of them looked like, largely because no one had ever survived an encounter with the monsters.  I saw a man with the head of a child and the arms of a monkey, a toad-like creature that seemed to spit constantly and a creature that seemed to be made of living shadow.  They were all begging for us to help them, I realised, and yet we could do nothing to save them…
 
    
 
   I reached out to touch a man wearing an NYPD uniform.  My hand went right through the image.  There wasn't even the cold shock of touching a ghost, just…nothing, like a holographic image.  They barely paid any attention to me, or Aylia; all of their attention was focused on the Sensitive.  He was the only one who could hear them.
 
    
 
   “I can’t,” Brother Andrew pleaded, shaking back into my arms.  His entire body seemed to be shivering at their touch.  “I can’t…”
 
    
 
   He broke off into a Latin chant I couldn’t recognise.  Not for the first time since Cecelia had vanished – how safe and normal the world had seemed them – I found myself completely at a loss.  A normal ghost was scary as hell, particularly to those with a guilty conscience, but they weren't actually dangerous.  They were really little more than psychic video recordings of particularly traumatic events.  These ghosts, on the other hand, seemed far more dangerous.  It was almost as if they thought they could force their way into Brother Andrew’s body.
 
    
 
   “They had their thoughts strip-mined for useful concepts,” Brother Andrew said, blood trickling down from his nose.  I cursed under my breath and tried to help him back to his feet, but he kept threatening to collapse again.  “Everything they were was torn out of them and pushed into the gestalt, and then they were just shoved into the multiplicity.  They’re dying, Glass, they’re dying.”
 
    
 
   I blinked.  “How can a ghost die?”
 
    
 
   “The Forsaken Fragment is waking up,” Brother Andrew said.  “As it builds itself into something that can survive our world and do battle with the Faerie, it starts to claim more of the ghosts into itself…and that would be the end.  I can feel them screaming as they are taken, finally, and absorbed.  The more the Fragment eats, the faster it can expand into the remains of the Mound…”
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I said, grimly.  I raised my hand in preparation for unleashing a burst of random magic, but it might only make the whole situation worse.  There were creatures that could be dispelled or driven away with random magic, but I doubted that the ghosts would care.  Being destroyed utterly, rather than becoming just another cog in the Forsaken Fragment’s mind, might be preferable to them.  It might also alert it to our presence.
 
    
 
   A thought struck me.  “Can they influence it?”
 
    
 
   Brother Andrew concentrated, asking the question under his breath.  “They can convince it not to think about us for a while,” he said.  The ghosts pressed closer, their expressions bleakly pleading.  “They want us to help free them in exchange.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll try,” I promised.  The ghosts seemed to step back slightly.  “Come on, Brother; there isn’t much further to go.”
 
    
 
   “If only you knew,” Brother Andrew said, but he seemed to allow me to help him to his feet.  I was shocked by how light he suddenly was.  I’m not the strongest person in the world, but even so, it should have been more of a struggle to hold him upright.  “I know what’s coming now and why God wanted me here.  I’ve known it all my life.”
 
    
 
   I looked at him oddly, but he only smiled.  “I wanted to go with the other White Monks to the Monastery in the hills overlooking Rome, but instead His Holiness insisted that I go to New York,” he said.  “He told me that I had a destiny here…and he was right.  My entire life has been building up to this moment.”
 
    
 
   “Nonsense,” I said, perhaps more sharply than I intended.  “There’s no such thing as destiny.”
 
    
 
   Aylia disagreed.  “Glass, the centaur told you not to trust your Grandfather,” she said, slowly.  “Wouldn’t the creature have had some advance knowledge to issue that warning?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve never liked the mangy beasts,” I admitted.  There are entire books of nonsense about how noble and wise centaurs are.  The authors of those books have never met them, but only read romantic fiction and popular trash.  It was about on a par with the morons who declared vampires sexual creatures and wanted to be bitten by a particularly handsome bloodsucker.  “Even so…”
 
    
 
   I took a breath.  “I don’t like the concept of destiny, love,” I said.  “It suggests that we as humans have no free will and no control over our own affairs, leaving us as puppets without being even able to see the strings.  It’s an unpleasant concept to suggest that we might be headed for a pre-determined end without even knowing who is the puppet-master…”
 
    
 
   “It’s always been that way,” Aylia said.  Her voice was unusually sharp.  “Even when the world was just humans, without magic, there were always people controlling other people.  Every year, the government stole money from the people and made laws that were sometimes good and sometimes bad, closing their ears to all remonstrance from the people they claimed to govern.  What recourse did the people have against the government?  The government was never wrong.
 
    
 
   “But even the government was held in chains, bound tight by human ambition and greed,” she continued.  “The world economy held the politicians fast.  The limits on global power prevented a one-world empire from forming.  They were all at the mercy of vast impersonal forces, unable to control or influence them in the slightest, while pretending to be above them to win votes from an increasingly desperate public.  The advent of magic didn’t change any of that, Glass; it merely added new factors…
 
    
 
   “And it starts right from the start.  No matter how much sex you have, you will never get pregnant, so you will never know motherhood.  Your parents gave birth to you as a boy, so you will never know what its like to be a girl.  Your sexual identity demanded that you liked girls, so half the human race was removed from your list of possible sexual partners…”
 
    
 
   “You’re made your point,” I said, tiredly.  She did have a point, although there were transformation spells for men who wanted to be women and vice versa.  They were banned in the more sexually-repressive cultures, although for some reason they were still immensely popular.  “Destiny is always around us, isn’t it.”
 
    
 
   “He,” Brother Andrew said, suddenly.  “Destiny is a he.”
 
    
 
   The ghosts seemed to fade away as we stepped into the next chamber…and stopped dead.  It was another Faerie room, now torn and broken, but it wasn’t the debris that caught our attention.  A thousand bodies, human and non-human, floated in the centre of the chamber, glowing faintly under the illumination.  It was easy to see that they were all dead.  They’d died in any number of horrific and painful ways.
 
    
 
   “Why?”  I asked, angrily.  I had thought myself used to horror, but this was just something new, yet chillingly familiar.  “What possible purpose could this serve?”
 
    
 
   “They wanted to know about us,” Brother Andrew said.  I wondered if the ghosts had come from those bodies…and if they knew that their bodies were dead.  It was possible, even, that the Forsaken had never realised that humans were so attached to their bodies.  It might not be capable of understanding what it had done.  “It just took the bodies and studied them.”
 
    
 
   We walked onwards through chamber after chamber, some empty and cold, others filled with horrors and signs of the great battle that had wrecked the Mound.  Finally, the sound of a mighty heart beating grew stronger as we stepped into another chamber, this one dominated by…something hanging in the air, right in the centre of the room.  It was so…other that our eyes just slid past it, as if it wasn't really there at all.
 
    
 
   And then I saw her.  It was Cecelia, the girl whose kidnap had started all this, floating right in the centre of the…otherness.  She was alive, yet not alive; floating endlessly between life and death.  She looked to be at peace, and yet…there was something weird about the smile on her face.  It was the smile of something other than human.
 
    
 
   “That’s it,” Brother Andrew breathed.  “That’s the core of the Forsaken Fragment.”
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said, unstrapping my rucksack and leaving it on the ground.  “Can you…”
 
    
 
   “No,” a new voice said.  A figure had been waiting for us in the gloom.  “He won’t.”
 
    
 
   Alassa stepped out of nowhere and smiled at us.
 
    
 
   “This is the end,” she said.  “Game over.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   Captain Steven Hiller: I ain't heard no fat lady! 
 
   David Levinson: Forget the fat lady. You're obsessed with the fat lady. Just get us out of here!
 
   -Independence Day
 
    
 
   “Well?”  Alassa asked, a moment later.  “Isn’t anyone going to say something?”
 
    
 
   “You’re dead,” I said, numbly.  I had thought that I was beyond surprise, but this was something new.  Even the most powerful magic can’t bring back the dead.  “I saw you die.”
 
    
 
   “Well, in a manner of speaking,” Alassa said, smiling.  There was a new air around her now, not a glamour, but something else.  It was an unhealthy, yet captivating beauty.  I could barely look at her without feeling as if I was looking at something unbearably disgusting, yet eerily attractive.  “My new patron understood that I wanted power and when he started the manifestation process, gave me all the power I could handle and then some.  I am currently the most powerful magician on Earth.”
 
    
 
   She held out her hand and a staff materialised in it.  Powerful magic crackled around it as she held it up triumphantly.  “I will always be the most powerful magician on Earth,” she added.  “I will usher in a new age of wonder and terror for the human race.”
 
    
 
   “You destroyed our family,” Aylia said, very coldly.  Alassa looked surprised to see her sister talking; the look she gave her was anything, but loving.  “Father is dead, mother is dead, and Cecelia…what about her?”
 
    
 
   “My new patron required a moment of permanent unreality to manifest on our world,” Alassa supplied.  I recognised the symptoms and almost smiled.  Most magicians can’t help, but brag, even though they know that it’s deadly dangerous.  The wrong word, said to the wrong person, could be disastrous.  “Our darling sister is poised endlessly between life and death, the moment of her death prolonged endlessly…”
 
    
 
   Her face twisted.  “And they stopped loving me when they had her,” she said, angrily.  “She took their love away from me.”
 
    
 
   “You acted the spoilt brat all the time,” Aylia retorted.  I was the only one who saw how her hands were shaking.  “You had to have the best of everything; the best clothes, the best tools and the best jewels.  Mother was just the same and encouraged you to demand as much as you wanted…”
 
    
 
   “While you kept your nose stuck in a book,” Alassa snapped.  She sounded jealous, even though I couldn’t understand why.  “You refused to help me…”
 
    
 
   “You didn’t want a helper,” Aylia said.  “You wanted a slave, you, who had twelve slaves already, and turned your ex-boyfriend into a rat.”
 
    
 
   “He wanted to kiss me,” Alassa thundered.  She raised the staff into a fighting pose.  “I can do anything with this, sister mine.  If you bow down in front of me, I will spare you the agony of becoming my slave forever…”
 
    
 
   Aylia spat at her.  “I’d sooner die,” she said, lifting her own hands into a defensive position.  “You could never best me at magic, even with father’s help and a score of private tutors.  Did you think I learned nothing from doing your homework all the time?”
 
    
 
   I spoke before the two sisters could start throwing blasts of magic at each other.  “Alassa,” I said, as calmly and reasonably as I could, “you know that using magic causes a strain upon a person’s body, don’t you?”  She nodded, never taking her eyes off her sister, even though the giant heartbeat was growing louder.  “Tell me, what’s going to happen to you when you channel enough power to kill you?”
 
    
 
   Her eyes flashed.  “That won’t happen to me,” she snarled.  “My patron promised me that I could have as much magic as I wanted and nothing would happen.”
 
    
 
   “He lied,” I said, flatly.  “You’re not a Faerie, or even an Elf, merely human.  The powers you seem to possess now are based on a suspension of natural law, not a permanent change.  You cannot become a creature of pure magic, Alassa, and when your patron has finished destroying the Faerie, your magic will be gone.”
 
    
 
   “You’re lying,” she snapped.  I wondered if she could hear herself.  She certainly didn’t sound as if she believed what she was saying.  “He won’t do that to me!”
 
    
 
   “Of course he will,” I said, not unkindly.  She was still a teenager, after all.  “You see, the Faerie power depends upon the magic…but then, you knew that already, didn’t you?  It was that magic that made them such a threat to the Forsaken – your patron –and it’s that magic that they’re destroying to prevent them from remaining a threat.  He’s going to keep changing the world until the magic drains out of it and takes the Faerie out of the picture.”
 
    
 
   I pushed forward as hard as I dared.  “Don’t you see?”  I asked.  “What use will he have for you then?  If you’re lucky, you’ll get to stay here, in the remains of the Mound.  If you’re unlucky, you’ll crumble to dust when the absence of magic catches up with you.  Give up now and we might be able to save you…”
 
    
 
   “Lies,” she shouted, and threw a burst of magic at me.  I threw myself out of the way, just in time.  She hadn’t been kidding.  A burst of magic that powerful would have burned right through my protections and wiped me out of existence.  “I’m going to turn you into a pig and dine upon your hams!”
 
    
 
   “Grow up,” Aylia snapped, and threw a burst of her own magic.  I think she only meant to paralyse her sister, but the magic caught on the staff and was deflected into one of the walls.  It splashed uselessly against the dark burned wall.  “Damn you, you unnatural child…”
 
    
 
   “Calm down, all of you,” Brother Andrew said.  There was something soothing, almost hypnotic, in his voice.  I blinked with surprise as I located more cover; I hadn’t realised that a Sensitive could do that!  “Alassa, it isn’t really you talking, is it?”
 
    
 
   Alassa glared at him.  “I am on the cusp of getting everything I ever wanted and all I have to do is keep you away from here,” she snapped.  She lifted her staff, threatening Brother Andrew, but seemed unwilling to complete the motion and blast him.  I hoped he was getting through to her.  I didn’t want to blow up the Mound with us all inside; hell, I had counted on a dragon flight back home.  It might have just become a suicide mission.  “Of course its me talking!”
 
    
 
   “I’ve seen hundreds of cases of demonic possession,” Brother Andrew said, his voice surprisingly calm.  I mentally gave him points for facing her without flinching.  “The person who is possessed thinks, at first, that he’s going mad, and then that the world is going mad around them.  The demon warps their perceptions until they think that black is right, good is evil, and that they can do anything.  A week, a month, a year later, they end up doing whatever the demon wants, no longer really aware of what they’re doing.  Eventually, the demon drains them dry and departs, often leaving them to explain themselves to the local police.”
 
    
 
   I nodded.  ‘The devil made me do it’ had been an excuse long before the magic – and the demons – had returned to the Earth.  The little demons that possessed humans had nothing to offer sorcerers who wished to summon them, but were quite happy to possess humans who were stupid enough to walk around with open minds and twist them into terrors.  The creature Cowboy had caught in New York had probably been a very minor demon, trading amorality for a hint of human life.
 
    
 
   He paused.  “I can see the fragment inside you and how it works,” he added.  “It infected you a long time ago and grew up inside you, slowly extending its control.  It stole everything from you; your family, your life, your friends…and your prospects of becoming a great magician.  It didn’t understand the laws of this world very well, so it wasn't able to help you learn magic, even though you were capable of becoming at least as good as your sister.  You’re just a pawn in a very old war.”
 
    
 
   Alassa pointed one long finger at him.  She was becoming less human by the minute.  I had the sense that something else was moving under her dress, a flickering image I could barely see, seemingly sharing her body.  It was disturbing, in a way, because I had seen something like it before.  When the Faerie altered a person, it was sometimes hard to perceive them properly, as if part of them was beyond human understanding.  The Forsaken Fragment had been alone for so long with nothing, but the ghosts for company.  Had it absorbed the Faerie attitude to experimenting on the lesser races?
 
    
 
   “You’re lying,” she said, savagely.  “You’re lying and…”
 
    
 
   The staff glowed and a wave of fire crashed out towards him.  Brother Andrew didn’t flinch; he held up his crucifix and the fire broke over him harmlessly.  Alassa shouted a word in a language I didn’t recognise and threw another spell at him, one powerful enough to make my hair stand on end.  I didn’t even know what it was meant to do, but it passed through Brother Andrew and did nothing.
 
    
 
   “Stop,” Aylia shouted, and threw a spell of her own.  Alassa blocked it and threw one back.  Where Aylia had stood, there was now a small green frog.  Alassa laughed out loud, but a second later the frog shimmered and Aylia burst back into her normal form.  She looked dishevelled, her neat hair hanging down from her head as if she’d just had a shower, but she was laughing in delight.  “I told you; I learned everything from doing your homework.”
 
    
 
   I watched as they threw spells at each other, working on my own spell.  Aylia had learned the roots of magic, but most people – including Alassa, evidently – never did.  The minor magicians never needed to bother learning; the more powerful ones rarely ran into someone who could use that ignorance against them.  She had power, but it was all raw power…and she didn’t understand how to use it properly.  She should have been able to trap Aylia as a frog permanently, but instead…
 
    
 
   “Bitch,” I shouted, as loudly as I could.  Alassa spun around, her face contorted with fury, and threw a whopper of a spell at me.  This time, I didn’t duck; I allowed my own magic to dance with hers, channelling the power well away from me.  She hadn’t even bothered with any protections beyond the very basics; I dreaded to think what she would look like in a few years.  Even novice sorcerers knew enough to set wards and protective spells to prevent the magic from overwhelming them.  “This ends now!”
 
    
 
   My spell contracted around her and I drew it tight.  Her blonde hair seemed to glow as she realised, finally, the trap I’d caught her in.  She screamed in outrage and lashed out, but all of her power was channelled helplessly into the web surrounding her.  She was actually powering her own imprisonment.  I watched as she unleashed enough power to raze a major city to the ground, wondering if even my wards would hold if she kept pouring out magic at that rate, but the spell held.  She couldn’t overpower it and, unless she was smarter and more experienced than I thought, she couldn’t trick it into letting her go.  It was over.
 
    
 
   “It’s over,” I said, to her.  Her blue eyes were glowing with the sheer power she was trying to use, but it was no good.  The feedback loop was merely growing stronger.  “Don’t try to resist, please…”
 
    
 
   “Damn you,” she breathed, her entire face blazing with power.  I realised what was about to happen and stepped back as quickly as I could.  I could see her bones as her entire body lit up with a blinding white light.  She only had seconds left.  “Damn you to hell and…”
 
    
 
   Her face glowed white hot and exploded.  The magic she’d unleashed had fed back on her and torn her apart.  I watched as dispassionately as I could, even though she had been an enemy; no one deserved to die like that.  I’d seen magic-users burn themselves out or accidentally kill themselves before, but this was different.  She hadn’t known what she was doing, not even slightly.  In the end, she would have killed herself, whatever she did.  She simply lacked the ability to channel so much power for long.
 
    
 
   “Godspeed,” Aylia whispered.  I spared her a concerned glance.  Alassa had been her sister, after all, and somewhere deep inside her perhaps there had been a better person.  I wondered if Aylia would blame me for everything, but she merely nodded at me and looked away from her sister.  “Now what?”
 
    
 
   Brother Andrew leaned forward and picked up the staff.  “It knows we’re here now,” he said, grimly.  I nodded.  The Forsaken Fragment might have unleashed its guard dog, but now that we’d beaten her, it would have to take notice of us.  It was hampered because we were right in the centre of its body – it couldn’t just wipe us out of existence without harming itself – but given time it would find a way to destroy us.  “Glass, get out the bomb, now.”
 
    
 
   I obeyed, grimly.  The bomb’s normal Permissive Action Link – the device that prevented the nuke from detonating without the proper security codes – had been removed by the technicians back at the armoury, once we’d known what we were up against.  .  The modern PAL system relied upon an electric charge to work…and the Forsaken had denied it to us, stalling most of our military machine.  The new – actually old – system would trigger the bomb without electricity, but it wasn't anything like as secure.  The technicians had objected to altering the bomb for me until they had received clearance from Washington.  Anyone, including the Forsaken, could have detonated the bomb.
 
    
 
   “Done,” I said, setting the combination lock.  It was a purely mechanical system.  I didn’t understand exactly how it worked, but the techs had assured me that it would detonate the bomb at the right time.  The small clock affixed to the bomb reminded me of my clockwork watch.  I set it for ten minutes and stood up.  “Brother…”
 
    
 
   “It knows we’re here,” Brother Andrew said, his voice very cold.  The shadows seemed to be moving of their own volition.  I felt a chill running down my neck as I saw them clearly.  They were advancing on us like living beings, hunting for us with an air of cold determination.  I knew, suddenly, just what would happen if they caught us.  We would be absorbed into the multiplicity and that would be the end of all three of us.  He held up the staff and motioned with it.  The bomb flew off the floor and landed in front of him.  “You two are going home.  You’ve got your entire lives ahead of you.  Me…”
 
    
 
   He touched the bomb.  I wasn't surprised to see that he could set it perfectly.  A Sensitive would be the greatest thief in the world, if he could tolerate working in a profession that caused such harm to people.  They could unlock any door, open any safe, outsmart any human guard merely by knowing everything…they were almost unbeatable.  We had only caught the perverted one through sheer luck.
 
    
 
   “I knew from the start that I wouldn’t be coming back,” he said.  I stared at him.  For all the talk about destiny, I hadn’t really grasped his meaning.  Had he really known that coming with us meant certain death?  I hadn’t brought him here to let him die.  “Go.  Have a good life together.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t let you do this,” I said.  I didn’t want him to die, damn it!  He was a good person, living a good life, and deserved better than to die in the heart of our enemy.  I had brought the nuke knowing that I would have to use it.  I had expected to send Aylia back and detonate the bomb myself.  “It’s my duty to…”
 
    
 
   “Idiot,” he said, softly.  I stared at Aylia, hoping she could find the words to convince him not to kill himself, but she had nothing to say either.  “This place is quiet, perfectly quiet, even with the ghosts.  How can I go back into the normal world and hear everything?  How can I tolerate it when my gift makes me aware of everything?  I know every lie, I know every secret…how can I live?  I knew that when I came with you that it would be the end of me.  With this” – he brandished the staff – “I can send you home and push the ghosts onwards to their final destination.  You can’t do that…”
 
    
 
   He lifted the staff as the shadows crawled towards us and waved it in the air.  A mighty force caught Aylia and I and threw us away from him, right through the walls of the Mound.  I heard the Forsaken Fragment screaming in rage – and perhaps relief at coming to an end – as we flew away…
 
    
 
   The last we saw of Brother Andrew was his smile before the world went white, and faded away to nothingness.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   They say humanity only gets one chance at the carousel's golden ring. But the carousel goes round and round, and round and round. And the golden ring is not going anywhere. 
 
   -The Phantom Stranger
 
    
 
   I could hear the demon laughing.
 
    
 
   I could hear someone screaming in pain.
 
    
 
   I could hear a child cry out as it discovered that the world wasn't safe.
 
    
 
   And then I woke up.
 
    
 
   “Well, well, well,” a familiar voice said.  I opened my eyes and sighed in relief.  “Back to the land of the living, are we?”
 
    
 
   “Granny,” I said, dazed.  My head felt as if I’d been through Hell and back.  “Where are we?”
 
    
 
   “My cottage,” Granny said, and winked at me.  I should have known.  Nowhere else I knew was decorated in a style that would only appeal to elderly grannies.  “You’ve been out of it for a week, ever since they found you two wandering around in New York.  They’re all very interested in knowing what happened to you and her.”
 
    
 
   “Aylia,” I gasped, remembering.  “Where is she?”
 
    
 
   “Next door,” Granny said.  She tilted her head slightly, listening to voices only she could hear.  “On the verge of waking up herself, so if you’ll excuse me…”
 
    
 
   She tiptoed out of the door and I smiled, before carefully pulling myself out of bed.  My legs felt weak, but firm, although they threatened to buckle under me as I pushed myself away from the bed.  I refused to allow them to beat me and drew on the magic field to heal.  The field felt slightly different, but I could still use it.  I staggered into the living room, scaring away the cats as I walked, and sat down in a large armchair.  A moment later, a cat jumped onto my lap and insisted on being petted.
 
    
 
   “Occupational therapy,” Wilkinson said.  I looked up in surprise.  He was seated in one of the other armchairs, stroking a cat himself.  It was a large white pussycat that eyed me, perhaps daring me to try to distract him from his real task.  “How have you been?”
 
    
 
   “Never mind me,” I said, quickly.  “What happened in New York?”
 
    
 
   “The draining field, or whatever it was, snapped off as suddenly as someone throwing a switch,” Wilkinson said.  “The Forsaken Army simply stopped in their path.  A good thing too; they were on the verge of breaking through our lines and advancing onwards.  The shells didn’t deter them at all and the President was considering the nuclear option.  Apparently, it was politically impossible to make any deal with them.”
 
    
 
   He smiled, rather thinly.  “The Army rushed into New York as soon as the field collapsed and restored order, although not easily,” he added.  “Half the city was wrecked in the anarchy, or the fires that burned out of control, or even battles between magicians in the Magical Mile.  The…thing in Central Park just collapsed into a pile of goo, which everyone has been keeping well clear of.  It all seems to be over.”
 
    
 
   The cat made a protesting noise.  He ignored it.  “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “It’s a long story,” I said.  My head was starting to ache again.  It was hard to remember everything in chronological order; every time I thought I knew what had happened, I remembered something else.  It all seemed dreamlike, as if we’d gone into Faerie, but different.  “Brother Andrew sacrificed himself to save us all.”
 
    
 
   “The Sensitive,” Wilkinson said.  “You’ll be pleased to know that the Vatican isn’t happy about his disappearance and there have been Frank Exchanges of Views between Washington and Rome.  It may lead to a diplomatic crisis, even though the Templars in the Magical Mile fought bravely against the rising tide of chaos.  You may have to visit Rome and testify to the Pope, telling him exactly what happened to him.”
 
    
 
   “Not until my head feels better,” I said, wryly.  “Is there a reason why we have to abase ourselves in such a manner?”
 
    
 
   Wilkinson shrugged.  “How much of the American population is Catholic?”  He asked.  I rolled my eyes.  I should have seen that coming.  “The President wants to stand for re-election on the strength of the ‘victory’ in New York, so the last thing he wants is the Pope suggesting that American Catholics not vote for him.  I think he’s probably overreacting, but…we’ll see.”
 
    
 
   He shrugged.  “Other than that, the country seems to be returning to normal,” he concluded.  “The dragon that assisted you gave us some clout, so we were able to keep a lid on the worst of the trouble.  I dare say it’ll spring up again sooner or later – you’ve done nothing about the continued advance of magic – but we can relax for the moment.”
 
    
 
   “We defeated a greater evil and were left with a lesser evil,” I said, dryly.  “We’ll cope, somehow.  We may even be able to come to an agreement with the Faerie now that we have destroyed a Mound, even without the controlling Queen.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” Wilkinson said.  He rubbed his eyes.  “There’s no easy way to say this, Glass; I’m no longer the Director of the Guardian Corps.”
 
    
 
   I raised an eyebrow.  “Why?”
 
    
 
   “The President, and some of his staff, feel that I badly mishandled the situation and allowed Vincent Faye to take us right to the brink of disaster,” Wilkinson admitted.  “Someone had to pay the price and they selected me.  I’d be surprised if they found anyone who wanted the job in a hurry, but I’m out as of two days ago.  My Deputy is handling matters until the President finds someone else dumb enough to volunteer, but it may be a while before anyone does.”  He laughed dryly.  “It may be hard finding someone willing to take responsibility for the cluster-fuck.”
 
    
 
   He sobered.  “It’s going to get a lot harder,” he added, softly.  “Congress is still arguing, but it looks as if some of the harsher laws they’ve been debating are going to pass. We – you – may find yourself trying to enforce them.  The Forsaken intrusion scared hell out of Congress and when they found out that it was only possible because of Vincent Faye and his merry band of brothers…”
 
    
 
   “I see,” I said.  It was unfair.  Wilkinson had done everything he could.  If anyone was to blame, it was Vincent’s friends and allies in the government.  “It wasn't your fault.”
 
    
 
   “They’re not looking for someone who actually is guilty, but someone to take the blame,” Wilkinson said.  “Don’t you know?  Congress is always right, even when it’s wrong.  Perhaps especially when it’s wrong.”
 
    
 
   “That makes no sense,” Aylia said, as she was helped into the room.  She wore a long white nightgown that contrasted nicely with her eyes and hair; I thought she’d never looked more beautiful.  “They have to take some of the blame themselves, don’t they?”
 
    
 
   “You’re using logic and reason,” Wilkinson said, not unkindly.  His face twisted into a weak little smile.  “Your father purchased the loyalty of hundreds of congressmen, senators and other government officers by the simple expedient of offering them money, regardless of who they represented.  Democrats and Republicans alike were purchased and put to work for him.  It’s been going on for years, even before magic; the big corporations purchased the influence they needed.  Now that it’s blown up in their faces, they’ll be the loudest voices screaming for your father to be dug up from his grave and put on trial for his crimes.  If not…the voters might think that they were to blame and…we couldn’t have that, could we?”
 
    
 
   “He wasn't to blame,” Aylia said, as she sat down.  Two cats eyed her and decided that she wasn't going to be petting them.  “The Forsaken made him what he was.  He killed my entire family for it.”
 
    
 
   “And you helped to put it all right,” Wilkinson said.  “There’s going to be an investigation, and God alone knows how it will end up with so many thumbs in the scale, but no one is going to blame you.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Aylia said, sourly.  She still looked as weak as I felt.  “What now?”
 
    
 
   “Now you get to join the training programs for new Guardians,” I said.  Wilkinson nodded.  “Me…?  I get to go home, have a long rest, and then move house.”
 
    
 
   “Move house?”  Aylia asked.  “Why…?”
 
    
 
   “Everyone knows where I live now,” I explained.  “Cowboy might like having his enemies taking clear shots at him, and no one in their right mind would go anywhere near Englishman’s home unless they had very pressing business, but me…I don’t like that sort of attention.  I was enjoying being just another sorcerer on a very wealthy street.”
 
    
 
   “Besides, your neighbours have already started a petition to have you evicted,” Wilkinson added.  “It seems that they were scared out of their minds when the dragon landed on their roofs and want some guarantee that it will never happen again.”
 
    
 
   I snorted.  “Good luck to them,” I said.  “Have they ever tried telling a dragon what to do?”
 
    
 
   “Probably not,” Wilkinson said.  He stood up, displacing a pair of cats onto the floor, who made protesting noises until Granny stroked their ears.  “In any case, I dare say that my successor will want to debrief you both thoroughly before anything else, so enjoy your recuperation.  Goodbye.”
 
    
 
   He nodded once and strode out the door.  “What?”  Aylia asked.  “Why…?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll explain later,” I said, as the noise of a car departing faded away in the distance.  “For the moment…”
 
    
 
   I reached out and took her hand.  “For the moment, relax,” I said, firmly.  “The training will be the hardest thing you’ve ever done, believe me.”
 
    
 
   An hour later, I stepped outside into Granny’s garden.  It was as spectacular as always, with a mixture of mundane plants and some of the magical plants growing over in Mirkwood.  I glanced towards where Yellowstone had once been and remembered the werewolves; I might have to go back into the woods and tell Felincia’s father the full story.  He had a right to know what had happened to his daughter, but for the moment…
 
    
 
   I looked upwards into the clear blue sky.  “Thank you,” I said.  “We couldn’t have done it without you.”
 
    
 
   “You’re welcome,” Drak Bibliophile said, in my head.  I looked around, but I couldn’t see the dragon anywhere.  I looked more carefully, but still saw nothing.  I couldn’t believe it.  A dragon wasn't exactly easy to hide, not one larger than the entire garden.  “You would have made it on your own.  I merely made it a little easier.”
 
    
 
   I frowned.  “Why?”
 
    
 
   The dragon’s voice seemed to smile.  “Why not?”
 
    
 
   I turned, still looking for the dragon’s position.  It might have been so high in the sky that it wasn't even a speck, but somehow I was sure that it was closer.  I looked up towards the roof, wondering if he were perched there somehow, but it was populated only by a flight of greedy birds.  The cats probably considered them lunch.
 
    
 
   “You gave us vague warnings at first,” I said, slowly.  “You only helped us when we needed it.  Why…?”
 
    
 
   “You had to do it for yourself,” Drak Bibliophile said.  “Otherwise, what would it have meant?”
 
    
 
   There was a pause.  “You killed the Forsaken Fragment, but you didn’t kill all of the Forsaken,” he added.  “They’ll be looking around for you now, not just to complete the task of destroying the Faerie, but to learn what happened to part of themselves.  It might be wise to do nothing that might attract their attention until you’re ready to deal with them properly, as equals.  It should only take a few million years or so.”
 
    
 
   He laughed again.  “That won’t mean anything to them,” he said.  “It shouldn’t mean anything to you either.  You have so much potential within you.”
 
    
 
   I looked back towards the edge of the woods…and then, at the waterfall splashing down from somewhere deep within the woods.  The magic field seemed to twist there and I caught a glimpse of scales and one golden eye.  The dragon was submerged in the lake, watching me.  A moment later, the golden eye winked.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” I said, wryly.  “Will I see you again?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” Drak Bibliophile said.  The dragon seemed to float out of the water and into the air, his wings spreading out to cast a long shadow on the ground.  “There is so much out there for us to see.”
 
    
 
   A moment later, Drak Bibliophile launched himself into the air and was gone.
 
    
 
   “Enigmatic, thought-provoking and completely useless,” I said, aloud.  “Typical dragon.”
 
    
 
   I distinctly heard the dragon laugh.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   “I don’t want any of this,” Aylia said, two weeks later.  The Faye House was being searched, carefully, by a group of forensic researchers, backed up by a pair of Guardians.  They'd left Aylia’s room alone, though, on my request.  “I just want the books.”
 
    
 
   I had smiled the moment I saw them.  Aylia had more books than I had, which was saying something.  They covered everything from vague magical theories to science and history, some of them signed by the authors.  I had a sense, suddenly, of the lonely little girl burying herself in books, while her father built his empire and her mother became a social queen, a silly social queen, if Aylia was telling the truth.  Her sister, of course, had been spoilt and treated like a princess, until the Forsaken had come into their lives.
 
    
 
   “Take them,” I said, opening a magic satchel for her.  She could have fitted half the house into the pocket dimension before the spells binding it together threatened to collapse.  I won’t go into details, but let’s just say that it involves a lot of lube.  “Hell, take anything you want.”
 
    
 
   I left her to fill the bag and wandered down to Faye’s study.  His books and the countless magical artefacts he had collected weren't going to be sold, or given to Aylia; they were going to go right into the Circle.  If nothing else, we could have funded the entire Guardian Corps for years with the Hand of Midas.  The others might come in handy for our work; we certainly didn’t want to leave them lying around for anyone to take.  The scavengers were probably already gathering.  Cowboy had reported that the Magical Mile was selling a suspicious amount of items from somewhere.  Maxwell’s collection might not all have been destroyed when the Forsaken vanished.
 
    
 
   “There are hundreds of things here,” Guardian What said.  He’d picked his name as a joke, although most of us tend to call him the Porn King, because he never met a pornographic movie he didn’t like.  He died once, but somehow he got over it and came back to life.  The little death jokes were endless.  “How did he get his hands on them?”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea,” I said, glancing over the catalogue.  The list seemed to go on forever, including several items that I could have sworn were nothing, but legends.  There were even a handful of items from Faerie.  “Did you find any journals, anything like that?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing yet,” What said, flatly.  “We’re still going through his writings, but most of them appear to relate to devices he intended to create, or have people create for him.  We may have a fully report later, although we may have to keep it away from him.”
 
    
 
   He jerked a thumb at one of the observers.  He was from one of the political parties and had been sent by a senior congressman, probably someone who had taken some of Faye’s money back when he had been alive and a person of the highest repute.  The observer looked nervous to be here – a magician’s house was often very dangerous to the unprepared – but he still watched everything.  He might not have known what everything was or how it worked, but there was no way to know for sure.
 
    
 
   “He’s been looking into everything,” What said.  “Do you think they’d mind if…?”
 
    
 
   “Probably,” I said.  The thought of something accidentally on purpose happening to him was amusing, but unrealistic.  Everyone was going around on eggshells at the moment until the true number of people Faye had…bribed became known.  Rumour had it that several congressmen were already trying to make deals with the FBI.  “Just ignore him.”
 
    
 
   I took one last look around the storage room and walked back to Aylia’s room, pausing just long enough to look inside her sister’s room instead.  It was just as bad as I had expected, utterly crammed with clothes and jewels, each one probably only worn once, if that.  Most of the designer wear would probably end up in the charity shops, unless one of the Guardians or Aylia wanted it.  I doubted any of us would.  We had more sense of style.
 
    
 
   “Aylia?”  I asked.  “Are you alright?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” Aylia said.  She looked sad, yet relieved.  “I used to tell myself that when I was twenty-one, if my father hadn’t started to teach me proper magic – instead of what I picked up on my own – I would head off and not look back.  I never thought about the Guardians as a career, but there were plenty of other magic-users who could teach me what I wanted to know…
 
    
 
   “And now I’m leaving, part of me wants to stay.”
 
    
 
   “I know how you feel,” I said, wishing I could find something more comforting to say.  I was never very good with comforting words.  “But look on the bright side.”
 
    
 
   Aylia lifted one elegant eyebrow.  “The bright side?”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” I said.  “You helped defeat an invasion of our world when you knew only a magic you had picked up on your own.  What will you be like when you’ve had proper training and experience?  You’ll be the greatest of us all.”
 
    
 
   
  
 

The End
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