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THE FIRST INCONVENIENT FUNERAL

The 3am drunks of the world are keepers of secret knowledge. The drink-to-forget folk hear the chimeless bells. They sip spirits to raise their own, bartering tomorrow's happiness for tonight's oblivion. They know which bartenders pour thrice on a double, and which benches are safe to sleep on. They know that scotch exists to cope with and dull the knowing of many things. Or that you can fit an entire bottle of red wine in a medium McDonald's cup if you drink half the wine first.

~ Billy St. Claire
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CHAPTER ONE

BY THE LIGHT OF THE STARWAYS

‘Used to the spin’

I had been given a twist in my sobriety.

From the burning remains of my bookshop on the coast of Western Australia, Lord Oblivion of the Everlasting—my greatest enemy—an elder god that had existed as smoke and flame and hate since the dawn of time, possessed my form and hurled us both, he in inarguable control of my body, my mind merely along for the ride (but aware, oh so aware), across the Story Thread.

Oblivion had me in his thrall, my body his puppet, and I was disembodied, furious—painfully sober.

The blood of my young apprentice, Ethan Reilly, hadn’t even had time to dry on my hands. Oblivion’s first act in control had been to tear the head from Ethan’s shoulders. That stung, that felt all kinds of bad, even though the number of deaths on my hands could be counted in the millions.

The Story Thread was the title of the vast multitude of worlds that existed within books. Every book ever written, and even those not, exist as worlds of the Story Thread. From True Earth, the real world, the focal point and nexus of all reality, the Willful and the restless, the young and the dumb can travel the World Compass, flinging themselves across the Story Thread and across worlds.

Between those infinite number of worlds, like stars hanging against a pitch-black canvas, midnight on the ocean’s floor, a night with no moon, was the Void. An emptiness, an utter lack of anything. The Void was the sewer of creation, the drainage pipes of reality, antithesis to anything living, and it held horrors completely at odds to the rules of existence. Voidlings—eldritch monsters, heralds and sirens of annihilation.

Lord Oblivion, if nothing else, was an expert at navigating the Void. Nothing and no one survived unscathed, traversing the Void as untethered as we were—bypassing all safeguards, capsules, and inter-dimensional train stations that made world-hopping relatively harmless. But Oblivion, the nasty entity that he was, was an old hand at this sort of mischief.

He navigated the Void as if heading down to the corner shop for a pint of milk and a packet of gum.

Even in my hate, my fury, I had to admire his technique—and commit it to memory. I was learning a lot, despite my status as his puppet. The way he influenced the Void, slipped around the unseen pitfalls, silently casting spells and enchantments, was nothing short of divine.

‘Well,’ I said aloud in my mind—speaking to Oblivion directly. ‘You are an Elder God.’

“Impressed, Hale?” Oblivion asked, using my mouth, my voice, my grin.

I lurched forward from the back of my mind and tried to seize control, visualising a control console with Oblivion at the helm, one of the crystal columns on the bridges of the battlecruisers I had flown in the Tome Wars, as commander of the Cascade Fleet. The representation of my mind under siege was an apt one—I’d done my darkest work, achieved my cruellest victories, at the head of the Knights Infernal interdimensional warships.

I had no purpose in seizing control, no desire, save to throw Oblivion off course and cast us both into true oblivion, into the mirkfyre oils of the Void. One trip, one slip, and we’d be obliterated. My life would be a small price to pay, and I’d pay it gladly, to unmake another of the Everlasting.

And my tally there was already fairly impressive. Two of the nine, dead in my arms.

Lord Oblivion snorted and slapped me back from the controls, barely taking the time to blink, and I fell so far and so suddenly from the front of my mind—a strange, utterly alien sensation—and kept falling. A thousand needles stabbed pain into my nerves, punishment for getting so uppity, so soon.

I hit the back of my mind, fell into a prison constructed by Oblivion, hard enough to rattle the teeth in my head. Not my real head, of course, which belonged to the elder god up on the bridge, but the representation I saw of myself within the maelstrom. I was a passenger, a prisoner, merely along for the ride. The cell he’d stuffed me in just now looked remarkably like the brigs on those same starships I’d once commanded. Well, we were in my mind after all.

When he had seized control of my body after I had lost the protection of the Infernal Clock, Oblivion had told me what he intended—shown me the future, as he saw it. If I couldn’t stop him, if I let him use me unchecked, the Story Thread was in for a whole universe of trouble.

But right then I couldn’t move.

Could scarcely breathe within that prison. I didn’t know how I could still feel pain, still have any senses at all. It was like everything had been doubled. I could still hear, see, smell, touch, and even taste with my actual body, outside of my mind, though it was all under Oblivion’s control, and I had those same senses within my mind. I could hear myself think, as I could hear Oblivion think. I could hear his voice in my head, as I could hear him speak with my mouth.

The effect was nauseating, a doubling up of senses. The back of my mind, where he’d cast me so effectively, took shape and form for me, my possessed prison. It looked like the brig on the Dawnstar, the finest of the ships I used to command. The memories of that time were fuzzy around the end of Voraskel and the closure of the Tome Wars, but I seemed to recall that this ship had been destroyed in dark fire. Odds were good if something had gone down around that time, it had ended in fire.

I shook my head, fighting the nausea, and failed. I threw up in my own mind, the stink and taste of bile as real as if I’d done it with my actual body and not this ghostly representation.

Couldn’t even catch a break there.

I heard Oblivion laughing as if from a great distance—and vowed to fight the bastard any and all ways that I could, no matter what it cost me in health and sanity.

Such things ran cheap ‘round these parts anyway.

*~*~*~*

Some time later, and I wish I could say it had passed as a blur, as a nauseated haze, but unfortunately, I was aware and awake for the journey, staring out of two sets of eyes—my own, and my own as host to Oblivion—the deep blackness of the Void gave way to a glittering jewel of the Story Thread, a shining world and universe of the living and the lawful.

The Void sort of lightened as we approached the point of egress—one of the manhole covers on the sewers of creation. Lightened wasn’t the right word, more of a sense of reality imposing against the Void. A world was close, is what I was trying to say—and being a Knight, born and bred, I could sense such things.

I realised as we approached the world, somewhere unfamiliar to me, that Oblivion had bypassed the pathways of the Void entirely and chosen instead to fly, as if through the air—or the space between worlds—like it was the most natural thing in the world and not an offence, an abuse, against everything the Knights held true about travelling through the Void.

I felt like a child, an infant, and wondered if I’d ever truly gotten the best of Oblivion and the other Everlasting in the past, or if they’d just let me think so a few times, let me dance on invisible strings through a few paltry victories. I couldn’t afford to think like that, like I was already beaten, but seeing Oblivion’s power in its infinite complexity made me shudder. Made me doubt the simple rules I’d held true my entire life.

After all, I had unleashed the Everlasting in the ruins of Atlantis, and years later I had unleashed their Peace Arsenal—the weapons, artefacts, ships, and minions they would need to wage war across the Story Thread and Ascension City, the homeworld of the Knights Infernal. My homeworld. Surely they couldn’t have planned for Fair Astoria and Dread Ash’s deaths. I hadn’t planned for them. Ash alone, dead only a handful of hours at this point, on the mountains surrounding the Atlas Lexicon in Switzerland, had been pure luck.

The petal of the Infernal Clock in my heart had been stabbed into her vessel—into Tal Levy, a woman I loved and the woman I hurt more than any other. She had died afraid, had Dread Ash. And while I felt a little bad about that, my main feelings stretched toward bitter relief that there was one less elder god fucking with creation.

Lord Oblivion punched through the Void and a whole universe sprang up around us, pushed away the darkness of that foul sewer. An oppressive weight, the sheer ugliness and malice of the Void, fell from our shoulders as an actual physical burden would fall. I stood a little taller, both in body and mind, on the curved tip of a crystal bridge overlooking a monumental ocean of stars cascading like waterfalls through clouds of interstellar gas and dust. The bridge reminded me of a spear, thrust out into the heavens.

‘Oh… wow,’ I managed, and for the briefest of moments something other than anger eclipsed my thoughts.

Lord Oblivion grinned and moved my head from side to side, taking in the view, affording me the expanse of perhaps the greatest wonder I had ever seen—and I’d seen my fair share of wonders.

The crystal bridge stretched over a region of space that looked like something out of a Sci-Fi movie. We were encased in some sort of invisible, massive sphere providing atmosphere, though I doubted Oblivion would have been concerned even if we’d been in the depths of vacuum. He didn’t live or die by the rules the rest of us mortals had to abide. He was an offence like that.

For about a mile the bridge stretched, the translucent crystal a ‘run with white sparks of energy, raw Will (magic, for the uncultured) flowing through the structure, heading toward a plateau in the distance, a mountain of purple rock, like an island hanging in space, covered with amazing, alien trees and colourful foliage.

I was reminded of rainbow-coloured ice cream, some absurd flavour like ‘bubble-gum’ or ‘sherbet sugar stroke’.

“The Citadel of the Everlasting,” Lord Oblivion said. “Our ancestral home. You are fortunate indeed, Declan Hale, to be here.”

‘Just one scoop for me…’ I muttered.

I felt far from fortunate—and considered just how big of a bomb I would need to wipe the beautiful island from the heavens. Bombs, plural. I couldn’t identify the webs of protection shielding the citadel, but I sensed they were intimidating.

“We’re within your original universe,” Oblivion continued, “at the heart of what your species named the Milky Way galaxy. I was born here… as were my brothers and sisters, at the dawn of moment.”

‘The dawn of…’ I’d heard that before, but couldn’t recall when and where. ‘You mean the beginning of time?’

Overhead, and indeed to the sides and below the bridge, flowed blazing clouds of interstellar vapour—ice and dust and spheres of priceless gemstones the size of mountains—stretching to such distances that a man could walk in any direction for a thousand years, ten time ten thousand years, and not cross even the smallest sliver of those clouds.

Within the clouds, stars.

Hundreds of burning suns, their radiance dimmed by the clouds, but also igniting those galactic glittering ice fields and gemstones like fairy lights strung across a dark night sky.

‘How does this island exist?’ I asked. ’The gravity alone…’

“A wonder of engineering, the greatest marvel in the universe,” Oblivion said, and began to walk, slowly and casually along the crystal space-bridge toward the citadel, his ancestral home. A place of great, perhaps greatest, power. “The stars, they are a harmony, a symphony of elemental forces, keeping all in balance. We are in the heart of the galaxy, Hale.”

Take away the stars and the whole thing would tear itself apart, I thought, and only to myself, in that second, secret mind within my head where Oblivion couldn’t hear me. It was like a vault, a space reserved just for me. I knew, instinctively, that my thoughts here were mine and mine alone, like hitting mute on a conference call. Great, all I need to do is destroy an ocean of stars…

I put annihilating the ancestral home of the Everlasting on my to-do list—with an open-ended completion date, given my current predicament.

‘You’re gleeful,’ I said. ‘I can feel it.’

Oblivion laughed and clapped his hands together. We were still dressed in the board shorts and tee-shirt, the beach shoes, I’d been given in the aftermath of Dread Ash’s death at the Atlas Lexicon. We looked absurd, more fit for a stroll along the beach than a stroll through the heavens.

Give me a good black shirt and waistcoat any day.

“I am considering the sensation we are about to cause,” Oblivion said. “I return to my home triumphant, Declan Hale. I have enslaved the Shadowless Arbiter, the mortal who murdered my sisters, and who aided me in unleashing our Peace Arsenal. This will place me above my brothers and sisters.”

I paused, licked my lips, and considered. ‘In whose eyes? Place you above the rest of you parasites in whose eyes?’

“Why,” Oblivion said, “my parents’, of course.”

Oh.

Oh shit.

The Everlasting were the greatest blight in creation, creatures of complex and intricate power, as old as the universe—and as cruel as that indifferent, cosmic bitch. I had met their mother once, Saturnia, briefly, in a bar in Atlantis… I had no desire to meet their father.

Especially considering I was responsible for killing two of his daughters.


CHAPTER TWO

WAKES & ACHES

‘Low down and gritty, feeling a little shitty’

I had to admit, the Citadel of the Everlasting was a wonder for the ages.

Perhaps the last great wonder from the Dawn of Moment, as Oblivion called it. All that had survived the heat and chaos of creation in its terrible-two’s phase. Where did that put us now, I wonder? I thought on all the wars and rebellions, everything always feeling like the end of the world, and realised that creation may have been going through its grunge phase as a moody teenager.

That certainly put some things in perspective.

The Everlasting had created something truly unique here, beyond the minds of the architects back home, the greatest builders of all—the alien race known as the Vale—but it existed in cruelty. Some of the prettiest people I’d ever known had been rotten beneath the surface. I got the sense this place, this attractive blister on the face of the universe was, while undeniably striking, still a blister—one to be lanced.

The island-citadel was further away than it had appeared from the spear-tipped end of the crystal bridge stretching out into the galactic clouds and starfall. What had seemed like a mile became two as Oblivion and I walked the bridge. The deceptive distance had come from the sheer size of the floating citadel. Great cliffs rose before me as we drew closer, covered in forests and rivers falling away into space, an endless stream of crystal-clear water being swept beyond the atmosphere. White spires, other buildings of impeccably polished marble, dotted the forests, hidden among the alien trees like holiday homes on the Spanish coast. The leaves of the forests were as blue as a summer sky… and as purple as the degradation shield that had surrounded the Atlas Lexicon. A balance again, between light and dark. Symmetry—it was important, I knew, but why?

“Yes,” Oblivion said, when I asked about the leaves, “the citadel is in mourning for my sisters. The blue leaves are Astoria, her lost grace, the lilac for Ashaya, may she find peace in the next creation…”

‘You killed Astoria,’ I said.

Oblivion slapped me, which again was as disorientating as it was painful. I rattled about my own head, rode the wave of pain into the shore clinging to the edge of a piece of splintered driftwood.

“It was you, your promises, your damned prophecies in Atlantis-that-was, which convinced my sister to give up her grace. You are responsible for her death, as sure as if you wrapped your hands around her throat and squeezed, Declan Hale.”

‘You stabbed her in the heart!’

“An inconvenience, as you know, to the Everlasting. But without her grace…” Oblivion sighed, which surprised me. I’d never known the god to falter, to be anything other than focused hate and direction, desire, in his quest to conquer the Story Thread.

‘What will mummy and daddy say, I wonder?’

Oblivion laughed as we approached an arch of grand black-glass stone, some sort of translucent obsidian crystal, arching overhead and designed to intimidate. Spiked, golden gates stood open within the archway. There were no guards on duty.

“None can breach this holy place save the Everlasting,” Oblivion said. “And our vessels—or servants in our thrall. You stand on ground only a handful have trodden since the birth of this existence.”

Drops of Ethan Reilly’s blood still fell from my hands and the crystal bridge seemed to drink the blood, absorb the liquid and glow all the brighter. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, worrying on Sophie Levy—she had loved Ethan, had a rough sort of love for me, too. What would she do when she learnt of what happened? Further, what would Ascension City and the Knights Infernal, my brother the king, do when they learnt that Arbiter Declan Hale, infamous and one of their own, had been seized by the Everlasting Oblivion?

The romantic, idealistic part of my soul pictured the entire Cascade Fleet mobilising, the thousands of Knights across thousands of worlds being called to arms, a grand war and campaign led against the Everlasting—basically, what I’d been pissin’ into the wind for since this mess began in the ruins of Atlantis at the end of the Tome Wars.

The bitter alcoholic in me knew better. I was on my own.

Tal and Annie had escaped, as Ethan died, to spread the foul word. So perhaps I could count on them, but Tal was meant to be dead and Annie lacked Will, and thus authority, in Ascension City.

By the Everlasting, I wanted a drink. But I was over a year sober now, my last drink ten thousand years ago in Atlantis before it had been taken by the Void. I’d sobered up for Tal, which wasn’t the best reason, but in the end, I’d done it for myself. If I’d known it would lead to all this, even with the death of Dread Ash as salve, I would have hit the whisky twice as often.

‘What should I expect here?’ I asked Oblivion.

Oblivion ignored me and strolled through the mighty gates. Here he took a set of clear marble steps up through the citadel, rock faces covered in outlandish blooms and trickling with clear water on either side.

I should probably expect pain—torture, at the very least, if being slave to Oblivion wasn’t torture enough. I had no friends in the Citadel of the Everlasting. Far from it, I had nothing but enemies. Ageless, immortal, powerful enemies. The Elder Gods with a grudge against the uppity mortal who had made them look foolish more than once.

Lord Oblivion took a set of stairs to the left, winding around the outside of the floating space island, heading into the understory beneath a canopy of leafy blue trees. The air was warm, cloistered, almost refreshing. Butterflies and small forest critters, of all things, darted along the marbled path ahead of us.

Oblivion sensed my surprise. “Not what you expected, is it? So little you understand, mortal.”

‘Whenever I think of you lot kicking back, putting your feet up in whatever poor human you’ve raped with possession, this is not where I pictured it, no.’

“You placed yourself against us, Declan Hale, based on stories and rumour, on fear and myth. Granted, you have been more than an annoyance in recent years—even a threat, which makes your subjugation now the sweetest fruit—but you understand nothing. Of who we are, of the Everlasting’s purpose. You think us villains in some poorly written book. We are… not.”

I shrugged and leaned back against the wall of the ship’s brig in my mind. ‘I know enough to stand against you. You want to rule, humanity and the Story Thread under your heel. I won’t allow it. It doesn’t belong to you. And it’s that simple.’

“Even now, your defiance is admirable,” Oblivion said. He entered a two-storey white marble building, overlooking the sheer cliffs falling away into the galaxy below. I glanced out at the stars, those near and those distant pinpricks against the black canvas of the universe, and wondered which way was home. “Declan Hale, the Story Thread was ours before it was yours.”

‘There are more of us than there are of you.’

“Meat for the grinder, grist for the mill,” Oblivion said, waving away humanity in one gesture of my hand. “Despite your… victories… do you know of any power in creation that can stand against me, let alone the might of my family?”

I thought on his words carefully, and I was doing my best to keep him talking. I would find a way out of this snare, I would find a way to turn this abuse and possession to my advantage. Already Lord Oblivion had made a mistake—another, since possessing me—in bringing me to the seat of the Everlasting’s power. I was their greatest enemy, by design and choice, I stood against the blight.

And I did it well. Had seen off two of the immortal Elder Gods. Oblivion’s mistake was thinking me subjugated, as he put it, and then bringing me here to the citadel—a place I never could have found on my own.

I recalled the age-old nursery rhyme from my childhood, taught to every kid in Ascension City, about the Everlasting:

’Ware the Nine Forgetful Tomes

Storied names carved of old bone.

For the Nine see you as clear rose-light

Etched to stand against their blight.

Bitter Child craves his father’s throne,

Yet Younger Scion sits all alone.

Dark travesty surrounds the Age Flood,

Lord Oblivion drowned in fire and blood.

The Sleeping Goddess can never forget

Fair Astoria, lost in time’s tangled net.

Mind the snare of the Nightmare Sea—

Madness, the realm of Iced Banshee.

Distant threads tie the Ancient Bane

Pained Hail and his forever game.

Hear the wrath of the Marked Fear—

Harbinger Chronos is drawn near.

Starless paths through the Lost Sight

Dread Ash turns cold day to night.

Watch Fated Legion be destroyed

Scarred Axis fears the rampant Void.

The World-Eater, last in shadow’s husk

The Never-Was King—Lord Hallowed Dusk.

So ‘ware the Nine Forgetful Tomes

’Ware the Elder Gods from your home

Ageless, hateful, dull blight-flame—

The Everlasting know your name.

 

Did I know of any power in creation that could stand against the Everlasting?

Yes, I surely did.

Mine.

*~*~*~*

The mansion we had entered on the western face of the citadel, if north was walking in along the crystal bridge, though any direction was rendered meaningless this far into deep space, was, I realised, Lord Oblivion’s chambers—the home within his home.

It didn’t feel right, seeing the Everlasting at home. I’d never thought them to be so domestic, so… relaxed. They were boogeymen, nightmares. They didn’t shit, shower, and shave like the rest of us.

Oblivion bathed my body in a pool of cool spring water overlooking the cosmos, cleaned away the grime and blood from both Dread Ash’s and Ethan’s demise. I was in a lot better shape since giving up the drink, toned, muscled, a year’s worth of training in Atlantis, but my body was a roadmap of scars. Barely an inch of my chest, shoulders, and back had escaped some sort of injury. I’d long since forgotten half of the damage, the healers in Ascension City and during the Tome Wars had patched me up a thousand times, often hurried, often leaving marks, but enough to get me back out on the battlefields and doing what I did best.

Most recently, I had four deep furrows—scratches like claw marks—scarred over my heart.

Oblivion, taking account of his latest motor, my body, ran my fingers over those scars, matching my fingernails to each of the tracks.

I sensed his curiosity, which was another surprise—again, the Everlasting were far more… human than I expected. Emily Grace, Fair Astoria that was, had loved me, and I her, and Dread Ash had claimed to admire me, even care for me (the good it did her, another broken promise), but being this melded with one of the Elder Gods… I grew careful, wary, less I began to empathise with the enemy.

‘Dread Ash made those marks,’ I said, unprompted. ‘Yesterday, though it feels a lot longer.’

Oblivion chuckled softly. He swam lazy laps in the bubbling pool now, taking his ease. From somewhere, a pitcher of ale and a platter of fruit had appeared—magic, invisible servants, it didn’t matter—and he swam that way, pouring himself a drink and knocking back the ale as if it were tap water.

Technically, that broke my sobriety. Fresh, sordid alcohol about to hit my sorry, scarred liver, but I reckon if I went to a meeting they’d give me a pass on this one.

Though some of the bastards in those meetings were gospel-strict. Elder God possession or no, I’d have to reset my chip.

“That’s better,” Oblivion said with a sigh.

Too human, I thought from within my prison cell.

After he had bathed, Lord Oblivion dressed us in a suit of fine clothes—midnight black, of course, silks and threads as alien as the rest of the citadel. I could feel the fabric against my skin, alone in that cold cell, rubbing at my bare arms. To the simple if not stylish pressed button suit he added a cloak, which even for me was a touch arrogant. Funeral garb. He slipped my feet into a pair of black leather shoes, ran his hands over my scruffy brown hair and muttered an enchantment—my oft unruly and rarely cared for mane settled into a neat short back and sides.

Oblivion stared at me—at us—in the mirror. We looked good, sharp. He tsked over the mess of scar and the bloated, boiled egg of my left eye, which I usually kept hidden under a charming pirate’s eye patch, and then held my hand over the orb.

“You’ve enough injury to have put you in the grave a thousand times over,” he muttered.

‘It did, once,’ I said, thinking on the petal of the Infernal Clock that had brought me back to life. Emily’s doing, Emily’s grace. All part of the plan. That petal had killed Dread Ash, and now sat in Tal’s lovely heart, where I hoped it would stay forever.

Tal had been host to Oblivion for six years before me, and Dread Ash within a celestial illusion prison for ten thousand years after that. If anyone deserved protection from their influence, it was Tal Levy. Though I hoped I wasn’t at the start of a ten millennia run as host to Oblivion. As far as breaking that record went, I wasn’t going for gold.

I was hoping for disqualification.

Within my mind prison, my left eye began to tingle, then grew hot, and then something wonderful happened. My vision in that eye, which over the last year had been blind, my knightly powers doing their best to heal the damaged cells, my sight growing white and hazy and then stalling, failing, returned. The sight returned.

I blinked—both in my head and out in the citadel. The scar tissue remained around the eye, but the vision was restored.

“Better,” Oblivion grunted. He straightened the black tie, adding a silver-blue mythril pin to hold it in place against the shirt, which of course matched the clasp of our dark and forbidding cloak. “Fitting. This is a fine vessel, despite the scars.”

‘Don’t get used to it, buddy,’ I said, though I was amazed how simply Oblivion had healed my eye. The best healers in the Story Thread had only been able to give me false-hope of the sight ever returning. That healing, along with the capsule-less Void travel, added an element of respect to the fear and fury fuelling my escape.

I had not for a moment considered this contest would be easy, but I was so far out of my league skill-wise that I didn’t even register on the scale. But that was OK—skill wasn’t everything. I could be clever, use the Everlasting’s expectations against them. Be that old thorn in their side.

Lord Oblivion poured himself another ale from another magical pitcher on the dresser and savoured the foamy beer, smacking his lips—my lips—as if the taste of such things was new to him. Perhaps, in my body, it was.

“The host body often takes some adjustment, yes,” Oblivion said.

I reminded myself that I wasn’t alone at any time. My unguarded thoughts—any of those thoughts—seemed audible to Lord Oblivion. I imagined it was like having the radio on in the background. He could listen on in any so time he chose.

“Tastes, scents, a few other senses are different, dependant on the vessel,” the Everlasting continued. “This ale, a delicacy brewed in cosmic vats, is a favourite of mine. I’m glad your palate enjoys it. Otherwise I would have to replace your tongue, which would be a bother.”

I blinked and held my tongue between my teeth, and then chuckled. ‘Well, if it’s got booze in it then we’re probably fine.’ A thought occurred to me. ‘Why do they call you the Age Flood?’ I asked. ‘I’ve spent years dissecting what little information there is about you Everlasting. What does that mean?’

“I haven’t the faintest,” Oblivion said and enjoyed a third pour of ale. I sensed he was lying.

No, not lying—I sensed he was obstructing. I didn’t think the Everlasting could lie. I felt it as sure as the wind in my hair, the rain against my skin. I didn’t know the truth, I couldn’t see that, but I knew he was mincing his words, bending the truth. We were one and the same, after all, in this body. He could hide the truth, but not the deceit.

I placed that little tid-bit of information in the vault, in my guarded thoughts, where I hoped he could not pry—a dangerous assumption, but one that felt true.

‘Tell me something,’ I said.

“Be silent now, or I will silence you.”

‘One little thing,’ I continued and waited for the slap, the door to slam closed and leave me alone in the back of my mind, in the dark, unable to do anything but gasp for breath. It didn’t come.

“Well?” Oblivion said.

‘Can the Everlasting lie?’

“What?”

‘You heard me. I’ve had a sneaking suspicion for some time now that you are… bound? Is that the right word? Sworn, perhaps. You can deceive, bend the truth into myriad pieces, but outright lie?’

Oblivion waved my question away. He finished his ale, slammed the goblet on the dresser, and strode from the opulent room and down the stairs. We headed back out into the starlit citadel, the heavens bathing us in cerulean blues and emerald greens.

Despite myself, and my split body and mind, I felt better for the bathing and, I assumed, the cosmic ale. A small, warm buzz had settled in my chest—a familiar buzz, lost to time and last felt over a year ago.

I was tipsy, heading toward drunk. Whatever was in that ale could have fuelled a small nation, if I was feeling any of it within my mind prison, severed from my actual body. Or, and here was another guarded thought, perhaps the connection to my true form, my vessel, wasn’t as severed as Oblivion would like me to believe.

“We are late,” Oblivion said, scaling a set of winding, lazy white marble steps, rising above the trees toward the mighty central dome atop of the citadel. The dome looked like St Paul’s Cathedral in London, to me, though far larger, sprinkled with Roman influences.

‘By design?’ I asked, thinking on Oblivion’s promise to cause a sensation at his sisters’ funerals.

I felt him grin as we climbed ever higher.

As the steps reached a plateau, I caught my first glimpse of someone other than myself and Oblivion in this impressive mausoleum. The summit of the climb was a great, stretching courtyard that held the domed citadel, and within that courtyard stood nine statues of such amazing height and clarity that I knew I could only be looking at one thing.

Here were the Everlasting.

All of the Elder Gods cut in stark, fine marble relief.

“Behold, my family,” Lord Oblivion said, as we strode across the courtyard toward the central dome.

The statues rose a hundred feet or more on either side, lining the clear white walkway. I realised, with a nervous start, that one of them - the first on the left, looked exactly like me. Right down to the funeral garb and cloak I was wearing right now, at Oblivion’s command. Even the new haircut, on top of which sat a crown of thorns. My statue’s face was my face, though far too severe, the eyes chips of hard diamond. I didn’t look like that, did I? That… angry? No.

The other statues on the left, three handsome faces, I did not recognise. At all. They were all dressed appropriately, finely, and like my statue all wore a type of crown—marking them as royalty, or higher than royalty, I suppose… divinity. One of the four male statues had a scar over his eye, a ruined eye socket, and I wagered a guess that was the Everlasting Scion, who I had blinded with Myth, the Creation Dagger, nearly two years ago.

A wound like that couldn’t be healed, not when it was created by celestial illusion. I grinned. The scar had followed Scion into his newest vessel, it seemed. Good.

The statues on the right were another matter.

All of them were women. Four statues, four women, impossibly beautiful and distant. Two of them were of the same white, resplendent marble as their brothers on the left. Two of them, however, were black stone. A sort of obsidian glass, like translucent flint—the same material the grand intimidating archway into the citadel had been cast from.

Shrouds hung over the heads of these statues, of a stone so fine it looked like cloth, carved in a way to almost be shifting in the galactic breeze. Magic at work. An air of incredible sadness, of ancient loss, hung over these statues.

I realised that I was looking at the statues in real-time—which is to say, these statues somehow updated as the Everlasting did. As they changed vessels and even clothes, which is why one of the statues looked like me, and—though it had never happened before—why the two female statues had faded as they died.

The two faded statues were Fair Astoria and Dread Ash, their light and life stonewashed from whatever intricate, complex magic renewed and regenerated the statues.

Oblivion caressed the slipper covered feet of each black statue as he walked past them, and I felt another pang of something dangerously close to sympathy for one of the Everlasting.

At the head of the promenade stood a final statue, twice as tall as all the others, and robed in a silver-blue hooded cloak, which also served to hide the profile of whatever face was hidden within its depths. I felt a spike of envy, of animosity from Lord Oblivion as we gazed at the ninth and final statue, though it was quickly masked.

“My eldest brother, the first born of the Everlasting,” he muttered. “Lord Hallowed Dusk.”

The World-Eater, last in shadow’s husk

The Never-Was King—Lord Hallowed Dusk.

Of him, of that bastard, I knew nothing, only that he had to be a bastard.

‘Will he be here?’ I asked. ‘For the funerals?’

Oblivion said nothing.

I took that as an affirmative.

He strode past his brother’s grand statue and entered the vaulted white archways, the flowing aqueducts and alien gardens beneath the central dome. Here was a grand space, an open-air ballroom, fit for any occasion. Including funerals, it seemed.

Five figures mingled together in the heart of the chamber, underneath the marble dome which, from within, was see-through and gazed out at the immense wonder of the galaxy. Innumerable stars and gemstone asteroids dotted the sky. A decadent buffet, a horseshoe table holding meats and fruits I couldn’t even begin to identify, sat on one side of the chamber nearest to the five figures—and we all knew who those figures were, didn’t we?

Oblivion ignored their stares as he swept across the chamber. His first stop was the open bar, a table containing goblets and glassware before more pitchers of ale, twisted bottles of clear and dark liquors, and silver jugs of frosty white wine, and thinner jugs of more relaxed red. He filled a goblet to the brim with something amber and aged. The wisp of aromatics I got within my mind from the bottle smelled fantastic, vanilla and clove and good, peaty earth.

Oblivion took a breath and a heavy swallow of liquor, then turned to his brothers and sisters mingling near a raised dais at the heart of the chamber.

Upon that dais sat two diamond coffins.

Within those coffins rested Fair Astoria and Dread Ash of the Everlasting.

Glimpsed through the diamond, two vaguely humanoid shapes—one blue, one purple, a haze of something a little lighter than smoke, though more fluid. Their failed essence, all that remained of their true forms… I felt immeasurably sad at that, for Emily—Astoria—in particular. I had loved her. And Ash, despite her malevolence, had felt young. As young as an ageless god could feel. She may have been older than the Earth itself, but she still had a lot of growing up to do when Annie and I had killed her.

I may have hated the Everlasting with every fibre of my being, every shred of my corrupted soul, but if I was going to end them, kill them, then I could at least admit the truth: they weren’t evil, so much as at odds with how I, the rightful king of the Knights Infernal, thought they should behave. Was I wrong? Was I as much a monster as these creatures? Perhaps I was, and I could own that truth, too.

Someone had to do the dark things.

“I saw your eternal statue,” whispered one of the five elder gods near the coffins as Oblivion strolled on over, goblet filled to the brim anew with amber liquor. He was aiming to get drunk, it seemed, if the Everlasting ever could. “But I didn’t quite believe it, brother.”

“Scion,” Lord Oblivion said with an abrupt, impolite nod. “I heard rumour that you had run afoul of Declan Hale and one of his blades of celestial illusion.”

I recognised the man from the statue, from the hideous mess of scar tissue where his right eye should be. I had blinded him forever, it seemed, across whatever vessel he chose to inhabit. Score another victory for the Shadowless Arbiter.

“Oh leave him, baby brother,” said a tall woman with silver hair flowing to her waist. She sipped from a crystal champagne flute, the liquid within bubbling and black like something out of a witch’s cauldron. “I admire the dark humour in this jest, if nothing else. Well done, Oblivion.”

“Sister,” Oblivion said and inclined his head—my head—far deeper than he had for Scion. That didn’t go unnoticed. From the corner of my eye I saw Scion bristle, snarl, and quickly cover it with a sip from his goblet.

“Mother may not be pleased,” a little girl sitting on the edge of the coffin dais said. She was young, possessing a body no older than fifteen, and stood just under five feet tall. Despite her appearance, curled blonde hair hanging in gentle ringlets and shining blue eyes, swirling with gentle power, she sipped from a glass of wine that looked far too big in her petite hands.

“Sister Hail,” Oblivion said. I felt his genuine affection for the girl through our mutated bond. “I had hoped to see you here. It has been… aeons.”

If that’s Hail, I thought, then the woman with the silver hair… Iced Banshee? The Everlasting were genderless, for the most part, as in not too particular of the gender of their mortal hosts, but there were four males, four females—that I knew for certain. Lord Dusk suggested a fifth brother. So five and four, with two of the sisters dead. Five and two.

I was learning a lot, filing all the information away for later use. If I survived this day. The days to come even less certain.

“We last met at the Desecration of Jester’s Moon,” Hail said idly, swishing her wine about the glass. “You destroyed most of my arsenal and unleashed the Void against my territories. I lost countless universes that day, all so you could gain what amounted to nothing, in the end.” She chuckled without mirth. “Pride, brother, ever your ruin.”

“I’ve missed you,” Oblivion said.

Hail sighed and stared into her glass. Her eyes flicked up to mine and back down again, a glimpse of something that wasn’t quite hate. “And I you. A pity our reunion is on such dark business.”

She shrugged a shoulder at the two coffins that sat above her and then looked right into my eyes.

Not at Oblivion using my eyes, but beyond that, into my mind, into the brig where I was being held. She looked right at me, appeared briefly before me as an actual representation of her physical form within my cell.

“Hey, there,” I had time to say, to actually say within my cell and not ‘think’ aloud, before she was snatched away.

Oblivion blinked. “Stop that,” he said, and pressed his thumb and forefinger against my eyelids. “He is quite contained.”

Hail smirked. “Just making sure, brother dear. You bring a war criminal, a murderer, the Everlasting’s executioner and the constant thorn in our side, into our midst, after all.”

“Agreed,” a sharply bearded man said. Like the others, he was sipping from a cup of something delicious—aromatic and alcoholic. He wore a suit of clothes in similar style to Oblivion, though stood a head taller than me. Very much the image of a lord, of royalty, of divinity. He was handsome, in a classical way, but I knew him.

I always knew him.

“Axis, brother,” Lord Oblivion said. “I see you have recovered from your… imprisonment.”

Scarred Axis—scarred (tortured and butchered) by me ten thousand years ago in Atlantis, and imprisoned on the border of reality and the Void in a prison hidden within the storm clouds of Jupiter. I almost laughed. Another of the Everlasting I had pissed off, another to hate me, but here I was, right in front of him, and there was nothing he could do. Last I had seen him, not counting our red work in Atlantis, I had cast him and my wayward shadow, the Shadowman, my dark twin, into the Void.

But I was beyond attack and vengeance here… for now, anyway.

Oblivion, and here was something I never thought I’d say, was my protector.

“You stole something precious from me,” Axis said, addressing not Oblivion but me directly.

The others murmured at that, including the final Everlasting present among the five of them, an old man, hunched over a crooked cane, his spectacles sitting on the end of a hooked nose and a beard, knotted and grey, trailing to the marble floors. He roused himself and grunted at Axis.

“Do not address the host,” he said, his voice gruff. “He is beneath you, Axis. Oblivion, you upstart, why bring him here on this, our day of mourning? Hmm?”

“Forgive me, Chronos,” Oblivion said, sounding anything but apologetic. “But although we mourn, we must also plan—our vision, our future, our purpose is as old as the stars and does not die with our sisters. We are closer than ever to dominion over the Story Thread. To saving it from the horror to come.”

“Bah,” Chronos said and waved him away. “I would have a drink. Sister, dear, help an old man.”

Hail rolled her eyes but sprang to her little feet, dressed in velvet slippers. “You choose to be an old man, brother. The brandy or the port?”

“Mix them both together in one of those goblets, dear.”

Hail laughed. And I approved.

The conversation flowed away from my presence and toward pleasantries, if talk over universal domination and governance of the ungovernable wild west of creation could be considered idly chit-chat for beings of supreme age and power. I suppose that such topics could be so considered, but then I had a mortal mind set in that regard. I was more concerned about the cost, the lives alive now, than whatever dark end game was at play here.

I paid attention, though. Not so long ago I would have given a great deal to glimpse the Everlasting at their plotting, to be within the confidence of the enemy. They must have been certain I was beyond salvation, trapped in Oblivion’s grasp. They were fools. I’d sworn, on my life and Will, on my oath as a Knight Infernal, to kill all the beings in this grand chamber. They forgot that at their peril.

Ash hadn’t forgotten, but she had died anyway. What had she said to me, on a set of swings in a lovely little park on the outskirts of the Atlas Lexicon, as the sky tore itself apart and the dead haunted the city streets?

No, don’t do that. You don’t get to do that anymore. We may not have taken you seriously in the past—or the future, depending on how you look at it—we may have underestimated you to our detriment, but no more. The Everlasting see you, Declan Hale. We see you very well.

Not here to warn them now, are you, Ash?

I glimpsed Dread Ash in her coffin, liquid purple smoke, and suppressed a dark grin.

Well, not here in any way that can help.


CHAPTER THREE

HALLOWED DUSK IN THE CITADEL

’How do ya like me now, boss?’

My life, by choice and circumstance, was a constant struggle against enemies stronger than me, often smarter (but not cleverer, not yet, and there was an important distinction between smart and clever, wasn’t there? Yes, sir), who ruled vast swaths of creation, held armies and battleships at their command, who could unleash the Void and destroy worlds with a wave of their hand… From my brother, King Faraday on his stolen throne in Ascension City, to these idle Elder Gods before me now, I had met and tangled with the worst and still had my head on my shoulders, so to speak.

Though it had been a near thing more than once. And let’s just glance over the time I had actually died in the ruins of Atlantis. That didn’t count. Emily had killed me and saved me, and it had needed to happen.

So you could say I didn’t intimidate easy, no sir, in the presence of the mighty and powerful. I had defied kings and gods before breakfast, even when such defiance was pointless, merely to bother and dissuade. My default setting in such matters was to be an asshole, and I defaulted well.

Which is why when the man in the silver-black hood strolled into that vast and opulent chamber, lit well from the heavens above, cast in hues of white and gold and rainbow gemstone, and my heart leapt into my throat I was as shocked as I was fearful.

He moved with no sound, not a swish of his cloak, and seemed almost to hover an inch or two above the floor, gliding across the marble. He was of no particularly intimidating stature, about my height, his face hidden within the folds of his enchanted hood—a disguise, then, a black maw.

But I knew who this had to be—it could be no one else. The last of the living Everlasting. First born, oldest, most cruel. The rhyme again:

The World-Eater, last in shadow’s husk

The Never-Was King—Lord Hallowed Dusk.

The other Everlasting fell silent as their older brother approached, a few of them even took an unconscious step back, away from him, closer to me, which was a devil’s choice for the ages. Damned if you do. He arrived heralding frost-bitten air and malice. A rime of frost coated the marble in his wake, which shattered as it thawed. Death. Dusk was death, of that I was certain. Damned if you don’t.

Dusk stretched out his arm, shrouded in robe, which ended in a human, if deathly pale, white hand. Across the chamber at the open bar, a silver jug of the red wine shot through the air, spilling not a drop, and Dusk grasped the jug by the handle.

He sipped from the jug, a good three litres of wine, as if it were your standard pour, smacking his lips around the alcohol as if it were apple juice.

That broke a little of my fear, but only a little. I understood a little piece of Dusk. Another far-too-human moment for the Everlasting. He was a drunk, one of my bar folk, with no time or pretence to pretend he was anything but, if he was drinking wine by the gallon. I’d seen the type before—I’d been that type of alcoholic before—where another drink wasn’t as charming as the warm haze of alcohol seemed to whisper. Charming, no, pathetic, yes.

So long as you rotate friends every night then none of them will see just how much you’re drinking. Save the ones you’ve already dragged into the abyss with you.

In that one gesture, that one sip from the jug of wine, I learnt more about Lord Hallowed Dusk than I ever could have hoped to learn in an hour of conversation, in a whole book written on the bastard. The devil, if he was the devil, was in the details.

Curiously, and I was one who noticed those devilish details, the Everlasting Dusk did not cast a shadow. Shadow’s husk? I glanced at the other Everlasting, all of them with fine shadows, unlike me and Dusk. I had bargained my shadow, a piece of my soul, in a way, to Oblivion himself over seven years ago now, when I first met one of the Everlasting. He had torn it from me as price for the Degradation, which ended the Tome Wars.

Back then I’d had such simple, little problems. Ha. Let the universe fall upon my enormous modesty!

My shadow had been cast into the Void, where it had taken on a life of its own. A half-life, corrupted by that dark place. We had met when my shadow, Shadowman, I called him, my twin, had escaped the Void. He had kidnapped the Historian, stolen the grandest ship in the fleet from the Knights Infernal, intent on destroying Scarred Axis in his prison. Instead, he had freed another Elder God.

I couldn’t blame him - I’d done the same, more than once.

But no shadow for Dusk. Which meant…

‘You’re wondering what face he’s wearing under that enchanted hood, aren’t you?’ I spoke directly to Oblivion. ‘Oh, you’re going to be so pissed off.’

Oblivion didn’t say anything out loud, but I heard his reply regardless. Yes. You know something, Hale? Not one to mince words, this god.

I smirked. Cleverer, not smarter. ‘Count the shadows, pal,’ I said. ‘And consider our first meeting.’

Speak clearly, he said, his voice one of command echoing about my skull like a thunderclap, but even as he spoke I felt his eyes—my eyes—darting about the marble floor, doing as I said. My eldest brother wishes he was an only child, Hale. Should he turn against us, press his power, you will die as surely as I. We are allies in this—

Oblivion shut the hell up. He had counted the shadows, had understood what I had understood.

Dusk took another sip of wine, the rim of the jug disappearing into his dark hood, but we both of us—Declan and Oblivion—felt his eyes on us within the folds of that mawish hood. Like two hot irons pressed against the skin, we felt those eyes.

That whore’s son! Oblivion cursed.

I snorted. Genuinely finding that funny. ‘He’s your brother, so what does that make you…’

Oblivion growled and knocked back half a goblet of the honeyed liquor. Not one to be shown up, he clicked his fingers and the twisted bottle of amber booze floated over from the bar and refilled his glass.

‘Easy there, pal, we’ve only got the one liver, and I did a number on that long before you took my motor out for a spin.’

“We thought to see you not, Dusk,” Scion said, a touch of jovialness to his tone. The levity sounded forced, as if he were trying to calm a dog set to bite.

And that was the fear I felt when I stood in the presence of Lord Hallowed Dusk. Like I was standing next to a dog, fur rigid, teeth bared, low growl in its throat. Rabid.

“And why would you think that, Scion?” Dusk asked idly. He tilted his head, considering his brother, but I still felt his eyes on me like a brand. I don’t think they had left me since the oldest Everlasting had arrived in that blessed and consecrated hall.

I had a thought—strange, desperate, but with a ring of felt truth—that Dusk considered me, not Oblivion, but Declan Hale, the true threat in the room.

Perhaps I was just being arrogant, but then the two coffins nearby certainly spoke to my credit. I was a threat. I fell ass-backwards into my victories, for the most part, but here we were at an inconvenient funeral nevertheless.

“None of us have had word of you in aeons,” Scion said.

“We thought you dormant,” Banshee said, curling a strand of her silver hair back behind a pointed, elfin ear. She was quite beautiful, cold in that beauty, like a glacier. “Slumbering through this age, perhaps. Waiting for the rest of us to mature, dear brother?”

Her tone was not one of forced kindness, it was speculative, and also without fear.

Dusk laughed, a sound like wasp stings echoing across the vast chamber. Overhead, the stars seemed to dim against that laughter, the sound of nails on a chalkboard stretching across the cosmos.

“Mother and Father are not here,” Dusk said. “I had hoped to barter something of value with them.”

“Ah, there it is,” Chronos growled. He had sloshed brandy-port into his beard, already quite drunk. Lightweight. “You are not here to mourn our sisters, you are here at work. You and Oblivion both, ruthless, relentless, and thus pointless. Bah!”

“Do not play the fool, brother,” Dusk said. “It suits you ill.”

Hail bounced to her feet and gave Dusk a hug. The oldest of the Everlasting didn’t budge an inch on the marble tiles, but did lift the jug of wine out of Hail’s way so she could wrap her arms about him. It wasn’t about the hug, that was certain, but to ensure she didn’t spill his drink.

Another mark of an alcoholic, and if I was right about what was under that hood, then it made a kind of twisted sense. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

Nor I, Oblivion muttered.

I hated that we were on the same page. Of all the Everlasting, I despised Oblivion the most. For what he had taken from Tal.

“Dusky,” Hail said. “I scoured the Story Thread for you! Where were you hiding? The worlds I had to overturn, looking and searching and not finding. I missed you.”

“I did not wish to be found,” Dusk said and gulped wine. “I would have remained in seclusion, if not for this unpleasant business.” He grunted. “Countless ages we have existed, long before humanity crawled from the seas, and now they grow teeth? Hmm? No, there is more at work here than the machinations of Declan Hale. He is a knight, an effective piece on the board, to be sure, but his actions have been guided by someone… unseen.”

The Everlasting exchanged looks, some of them at Oblivion and me.

‘Talking about me like I’m not even here…’

“You suspect Father?” Oblivion asked. He suspected Father.

Dusk shrugged a shoulder. “Far likelier than to think your vessel capable alone of what he has accomplished. The simplest answer, as it has been since the dawn of moment, is often the correct answer.”

‘I’m feeling a little underappreciated here.’

“I would say he has been lucky,” Oblivion said. “Nothing more. The simplest answer is such, brother. Luck. Arrogance. An enviable resolve. But someone of power actually standing against us? That is where you lose me.”

Dusk said nothing, but we all felt his grin. He had spoken to raise the hackles on Oblivion’s spine, and it had worked. Oblivion balked silently at being so well strung.

The conversation ebbed again, away from me and my lucky strikes, toward matters of territory—Ash, in particular, had left a lot of worlds contested. According to tradition, I learned, the worlds would be bartered between the Everlasting in even shares, however the math with two Everlasting dead—and Emily had her fair share of worlds to bequeath as well, it seemed—knocked the sums out a bit. An Everlasting could will her territories to whomever they wished, whether they were living or dead, and seeing as how this funeral was the first such funeral for any Everlasting, the tradition had yet to be tested.

Laws as old as creation were being discussed, laws I was assured by Oblivion they had thought themselves above.

Immortal, he said. We never thought to die. For that, if nothing else, Declan Hale, you will be remembered in these halls. Congratulations, you managed what so few of your kind manage and lived a life of purpose.

‘I’m not dead and gone yet,’ I replied. In the brig, my prison, I noticed a crack in the ceiling. Just a small crack in the plaster and grey-metal walls. Water dripped through the crack. Curious.

Half an hour later, as even the bar of the gods began to look a little dry, something in the air changed—a pressure, a… vacuum I hadn’t felt until just then, filled with energy. Light. In the centre of that vast chamber, a scar of tissue rent reality in half, split open into a doorway, and two figures of impossible stature and beauty stepped into the Citadel of the Everlasting.

One of the figures, a woman I had met before, looking far less divine, though no less beautiful, in a bar of old Atlantis. She had auburn hair flowing to her shoulders, delicate porcelain-white skin, and eyes as blue as a tropical lagoon. Here, in this form, she was more severe, every inch the ageless and divine being I knew her to be.

Saturnia—Mother of the Everlasting.

Her hand rested on the forearm of a man, he was young and old, at least eight feet tall, his skin the colour of coffee crema, almost golden. His hair hung in a ponytail, shaved on the sides of his heads, and he wore a lattice crown of…

…of celestial illusion.

Had to be.

Celestial illusion was the most volatile and powerful substance, alloy, in all creation. I had burnt a treasure trove of it only a day ago, back in the Atlas Lexicon. I had used the petal from the Infernal Clock, also celestial illusion, to kill Dread Ash. This man’s daughter.

Behold, I thought. This is how I end.

I didn’t know for certain what I was looking at, who I was looking at, but I believed Oblivion when he told me the Everlasting were the oldest beings in creation… so how old, how powerful, did that make their parents?

They created your universe, Oblivion said, reading my unguarded thoughts.

‘I… I don’t believe you.’

He cared not for my belief, or lack thereof.

As one, the Everlasting kneeled before the man and woman bathed in eternal light, heads bowed, arms crossed over their chests. Even old Chronos, time’s last herald, managed to bend his ancient knees into place.

Dusk was ice next to me and Oblivion, a force of relentless cold piercing the air and the marble beneath us. I glanced his way, with my mind’s eye, not with my actual eyes, which Oblivion kept focused on the floor, away from the radiance of his parents, less he blink and be annihilated.

Dusk lowered his hood and grinned at me. As Hail had done, he looked at me, passed Lord Oblivion, and it was…

It was like looking in a mirror—a mirror that showed me a week dead, pale and gaunt, but a mirror nonetheless. Lord Hallowed Dusk had possessed my other half, my piece of stolen soul, my dark twin borne of and corrupted by the Void.

He wore my face.

He wore the face of the Shadowman.


CHAPTER FOUR

THE EVERLASTING BORN

’Bury me with that bottle of fifty-year-old Glenfiddich’

We remained kneeling for a good ten minutes, as mummy and daddy stood and stared at their daughters’ coffins. Saturnia even wept, though tears were cheap, easy. Her hand caressed the priceless crystal tomb, reaching for the clouds of liquid smoke within.

In some times, some circumstances, most circumstances, death was final. This, borne on the wings of purposeful celestial illusion and lost grace, was certainly one of those times. Again, I was glad for it.

Once the niceties had been observed, two thrones appeared—higher than the coffins, I noted—high-backed chairs, in keeping with the white marble theme, appeared twenty feet above the rest of us. Saturnia and her… partner? Husband? Whatever. The two of them shimmered and moved from the coffins to be seated atop of the thrones, every part of them suited in shape and purpose to being set so high above the rest of us.

Only then, once their parents were at ease, did the seven living Everlasting rise to their feet.

I had been out of my depth the moment Oblivion had brought me to the citadel, but now, now… I was afraid. Not fear mixed with my usual bravado, not fear to fight through, but just simply scared. I had no weapons, no plan, and was not even in control of my own body.

If I’d had worse odds, I couldn’t remember them.

“My children,” Saturnia said, her tone warm and cold at the same time, loving and frustrated, the tone of a parent. “We are gathered for our mourning. Such a gathering has not occurred since the stars were new, on the moment of your birth into this creation, when we remembered the creation-that-was, the creation that will come again.”

“We remember our family,” the old and young man with the golden skin said. “We remember Astoria and Ashaya.”

“We remember,” the Everlasting whispered.

“An auspicious gathering, despite the purpose that drew us together after so long apart.” Saturnia laughed, and I was reminded that, mother she may be, alien and hostile she was—emotions that seemed human, oh yes, but transcended that. Grief turned on and off like a light switch, anger and hate and love all harnessed into energy and purpose.

“And our daughter’s murderer has shown his face twice,” Saturnia said. She grinned at me. “An age since last I saw your face, Declan.”

She raised her hand and inclined her index finger just an inch to point at me.

I felt Oblivion snarl and then our roles reserved.

I stumbled forward a few steps, hurled from the back of my mind and back into control. Oblivion scrambled against the change, fought for control, but his mother slapped him back with ease.

I was in control of my own body again. I could still feel Oblivion, but he was trapped… for now. I didn’t know for how long, possibly only moments, but I was back in control.

The chamber spun about my head, disorientating me, and I had stumbled out into the space between the coffins, between the Everlasting and their parents. I got a hold on my body, cracked my knuckles, and ran a hand back through my hair, an old habit I used to mask nerves and uncertainty.

“Not so long for me,” I said, my throat raw. “I like that you’ve still got that tight red dress thing going on, Lady Saturnia. Nice.”

Saturnia gave me a secret grin. Her husband, whose name still eluded me, laughed softly. His eyes were far less kind. Make your jokes, mortal, those eyes said. Your time draws short.

“Mother,” Chronos whispered, his tone disgusted, even insulted, “the host should not be permitted—”

“Be silent, my son,” she whispered, and Chronos was silent. Then, Saturnia found my eyes and said, “Well?”

“Well, what?”

Careful… Oblivion whispered. I’d hate to lose my new vessel so soon.

“My dear wife,” the Father of the Everlasting said, “wishes your apology, son, for murdering our children.”

I blinked. Oh. “Technically, I didn’t kill Astoria. It was Oblivion who drove the Creation Knife, Myth, into her heart.” He snarled in my mind. “As for Ashaya, well… For that, I offer my condolences at your loss, but I am sworn to protect True Earth. I am a Knight Infernal—the Knight Infernal.” I considered my situation, the hopelessness of it all, then nodded. “Ashaya threatened my sworn duty. She had to go. Indeed, my lord and lady, I would destroy every last one of your children, if I could, and sleep well that night.”

Saturnia glanced at her husband with a small, soft grin, as if to say, ‘you see, he is quite mad’. The ancient being on his white throne nodded once.

“I see now why Astoria chose you,” he said.

That was dangerous territory. “Emily did what now?”

“My name,” the Father of the Everlasting said, “is Quirinus. The Wielder of the Spear.”

I didn’t see no stinkin’ spear.

“Howdy, Quirinus,” I said. “I’d like to go home now, please.”

Quirinus, possibly the oldest thing in this or any universe, held his chin on his fist and raised an eyebrow. “Oh? But you have only just arrived.”

I clapped my hands together, summoned my Will, my magical power and intent, deciding to risk the Void over staying here even a moment longer. Arcs of blue lightning danced around my fingers, travelled up my arms, and then abruptly died. Cut off.

I staggered.

Saturnia tsked. “Such an impolite way to leave,” she said. “You are a guest here. The hospitality must work both ways, Declan.”

I was still in control of my body, though Oblivion laughing in the back of my mind didn’t help matters. I swallowed, considered my options, then nodded. “I apologise,” I said, striving for diplomacy. “I was brought here against my will. Guest rights, the accords of hospitality, are stretched a bit thin in consideration of that, no?”

Quirinus tilted his hand back and forth in the air. “Best to err on the side of caution, son. Displease us at your peril.”

Threats. Ah. Threats I could work with.

I waved at the two opulent coffins. “This didn’t displease you?”

“My children will play their games, for dominion and territory, purpose and resolve. To think themselves above death, above love, was their mistake. I cannot fault you for standing against them.” Quirinus made a fist. “Hate you, yes, but the Everlasting are creatures of… honesty. If we cannot face ourselves, our failings, we deserve the crystal coffin.”

“How introspective of you,” I muttered. “And Emily deserved better. The only decent one among you. Why are we talking? Is this just the calm before the storm? Playing with your food? Is it the dungeons for me after this?”

Saturnia leaned forward and placed her wheat-pale hand on her husband’s arm. “You are here by design—and not just that of Oblivion’s,” she said. “You are here as sole beneficiary to Fair Astoria’s estate.”

The Everlasting behind me erupted in angry protest, shouts and disdain, an echoing thunder that shook the chamber atop of the citadel. All facades of propriety and proper behaviour descended into scorn.

Quirinus silenced them with a single, pointed look.

I felt faint. Emily, what have you done now? I felt her grinning at me, her soft, knowing smile that spoke of a future we would never have. Life, love… our son. Thoughts for the vault in my mind, not for Oblivion. Oh dear, I was sad now.

“You’re going to have to…” I hated the rasp in my voice. Hell, I felt tears sting my eyes. What the devil was that about? I cleared my throat and took a deep breath. “Forgive me, stupid mortal emotions, you know. Can you explain that to me, please? Emily… Astoria’s estate?”

“It is relatively straight forward,” Saturnia said, and the laughter dancing in her eyes was damning. She was enjoying how this rankled, how this hurt me and how it set her children at my back, already my enemies, snarling at the bit.

Oblivion had grown silent, strangely silent, speculative. He was plotting, planning, always.

“Astoria’s last will and testament, held in celestial trust by the divine executor.” She nodded at her husband. “Her will name’s Declan Hale, Guardian of True Earth, King of the Knights Infernal, the Shadowless Arbiter, and father of her child, sole beneficiary to her possessions and territory.”

Father of her child…

My heart leapt into my throat, true fear squeezed the air from my lungs, and my mind froze. I was rumbled, well and truly. All cards on the table, and I was holding nothing. My bluff called. They knew about the child, my son—our son, Em—who I had hidden away via Detective Annie Brie, my friend and protector, somewhere on True Earth.

“Nope,” I said and clapped my hands together.

A deafening boom and wave of rippling energy erupted from between my palms, with me standing at its heart. The shockwave sent the buffet tables, the open bar, spinning and shattering across the floor of the vast chamber, and rattled the dead in their coffins.

I turned to run and managed half a step before my foot refused to move.

The Everlasting had been shocked by the energy blast, it had ruffled their funeral clothes and dishevelled their hair, but they hadn’t moved any further than me. They stared at me, offended, grim, and—here was the kick—curiously. An inquisitive glint in their eyes.

I cursed, spat on the floor, and turned back to Quirinus and Saturnia atop of their godforsaken, in every forsook sense of the word, thrones and thrust an accusatory finger at them.

“The boy is no part of this,” I whispered. “I swear on my soul, what tattered remnants remain of that piece of shit, that the boy is no part of this. He is outside of our business, aside from our conflict. For all that matters, he’s an orphan and will never know the truth of his birth. You are to leave him be. Do you hear me?”

My voice nearly cracked at the end, but the venom won out.

“You command that, do you?” Quirinus asked. He scoffed. “Where is the child now, hmm? Do you know?”

“For this very reason, to keep him from his aunts and uncles,” I waved at the Everlasting, “and his grandparents, no. I haven’t a clue. You could torture me, fry my mind, I will fight you. I will die before giving you a glimpse of the boy. I do not know where to find him. I will never know. Torture if you will, if you have the stomach for what I can endure, but I will not break.”

“Yes,” Saturnia said. “We know. Again, Astoria proves her choice of partner and lover wise, even in death.”

The hell of it was, Astoria and I hadn’t actually done the deed yet, the necessary steps required to produce a bouncing baby boy. Our timelines were all kinds of fucked, and not in a good way. Did that mean I would survive what was to come? Possibly. I had met Astoria in her youth—well, ten thousand years younger than when I knew here as Emily—in Atlantis. The future was not set, was not certain. A swift flood of the Void could unmake it all.

Everything, always, at all times, hung on the edge of a very sharp knife.

“A grandson,” Quirinus mused. “Even in death, there is life. How extraordinary.”

My shoulders slumped. I felt tired. Very tired. Only a day ago I’d fought and destroyed Dread Ash. The cost of that battle still weighed heavy on my body and mind. “You didn’t know the baby was a boy?”

Quirinus and Saturnia shook their heads. “What else are you willing to share?” she asked.

I shook my head, instantly wanting to say nothing. But… Hell, perhaps the emotion wasn’t just a sham. For beings as old as creation, true feeling would be hard to come by after all that time, would it not? I had taken their daughters—I felt as guilty for Astoria as I did for Ash, though my hand hadn’t guided the blade. Oblivion had the right of that. Just another friend, another love, I had failed to save.

“He was beautiful,” I said. “I held him only a few hours as we escaped Voraskel, fleeing from Emily’s tomb, one of your Emissary dragons on our tail. I dropped a starship on that bastard to escape. I hope it hurt.”

“Is he named?” Quirinus asked. “Does our grandchild have a name?”

My ire returned. Names were powerful, true, and had the potential to be traced. “Not by me. Let’s change the subject. And if you think to use the boy as a knife against my throat—”

Saturnia held up her hand and I fell silent—not from enchantment, or command, but from the simple look in her eyes. She looked earnest, true. “Our grandson is Everlasting. Nine were seven, and now eight again. He will not be able to live a hidden life, he will make himself known. His power will be rivalled only by those in this chamber, perhaps even greater, given his unique lineage. The Everlasting… Born.”

I muttered below my breath and shook my head. “He seemed like more of a Dave or Scott, an Arthur or James, to me, but as you will…”

Quirinus laughed, a hearty chuckle and rolled his eyes. It was the most human thing I’d seen from the pair of them yet, and it unnerved me all the more. “Your new holdings, Hale, are quite extensive. Fair Astoria was one of only two of our children to escape being imprisoned for the last ten millenniums, in time’s true measure. She had time alone, seeing as how Dusk chose exile and contemplation, to amass a great deal of territory.”

“Father,” Dusk began, “I would speak to you alone. The influence beyond the Void has grown unstable.”

“There will be time enough for that later,” Quirinus said. “After we have dispensed of your sisters.” He looked back to me, standing alone with enemies on all sides. Out of my depth, way out of my depth. “Astoria’s testament is beyond contestation. You are now lord-god of her territory, emperor or king, caretaker or minder—whatever you wish to call yourself.”

“I don’t want it,” I said. “Take it back.”

Saturnia held her hands, palm upwards, toward the heavens. After a moment, a sphere of rippling white energy, ethereal and mesmerising, coalesced. Within that sphere swam an infinite number of worlds, a talisman of power and energy, I knew without knowing, even as Oblivion slammed against the cage in my mind, that I was looking at Emily’s—Astoria’s— last living will. Her Will.

I was frozen in place, unable to move, as the sphere of power floated down through the air and came to rest in front of me, the ripples of light shining warm against my skin. The sphere settled over my heart and then pressed itself against my chest. There was little resistance as I accepted Astoria’s mantle, her lost grace.

It was over in a handful of moments, but in those moments, I gained several things—an enormous power boost, a vast sum of knowledge on matters such as navigating the Void, the location and resources of the universes I had just been gifted, and, surprisingly, little else.

I felt no different, not really.

I was still me.

Still human.

And as Oblivion was unleashed and swept once more over my mind, forcing me back into the brig, still fucked.


CHAPTER FIVE

THE WHISKY REMINISCENCE

‘All that you would have me do’

I made some enemies that day in the Citadel of the Everlasting.

Oh yes indeed, did I make some enemies. Most of the sordid gods in that holy place had enough reason to hate me, but if any were on the fence, then this sealed the remarkable deal.

Emily’s grace, her last will and testament, settled on me as a mantle of true power, and even with Oblivion back in control, his mind scouring mine for any loopholes, searching for a grasp on that new power, I knew he couldn’t touch it.

It was mine, wholly separate from him, as one Everlasting was from another. I understood a glimpse of the elder gods in that moment, just a glimpse and soon blurred, but they were elemental, a force of creation, and though they could war and rage and fight, their very nature was unassailable. Their power was constant, even if their lives were not. Astoria’s grace could only be torn from me through death—an easy enough task, one would think—but I had to will, as Emily had done, where the grace went next. Until then, they couldn’t kill me, or the power would run rampant, wild… a great swath of existence plunged into chaos. None of the Everlasting wanted that, less the chaos spill into their territory.

Again, I glimpsed the edges of all that knowledge, that understanding, before it faded, settled into the back of my mind’s mind all vague and intimidating.

I felt Oblivion’s frustration as a punch to the face, a black eye in my mind, and grinned around bloody teeth.

‘Not all going according to plan, eh?’ I said. ‘Didn’t expect me in your super cool club, did you?’

He ignored me and stepped back in line with his brothers and sisters, all of whom stared at me—at me, not Oblivion—as I was, then and there, the main attraction. For the first time in the history of creation, not one but two Everlasting were gone, and to top it all off, to put a cherry on the shit sundae that was their day, one of their kingdoms had been given to a mortal. The Knight Infernal responsible for all this mess in the first place.

That had to sting.

I felt like I was winning, which was the surest sign I had no clue what was really going on.

What game were mummy and daddy playing, up on their marble thrones? All they had done was ensure the Everlasting would come after me, and thus Oblivion, with renewed vigour.

Maybe that was the point.

“This is obscene,” Chronos said. “Utterly obscene. You reward this coward!”

“We are what we are,” Saturnia said. “Your Father, the Wielder of the Spear, spoke true at your birth and today in this chamber. We are bound by edicts and accords, my son. To break those mandates is to break our own power. Astoria’s will must go to Declan Hale. What he does with it from there, well, if nothing else I imagine it will be fun to watch.”

The Everlasting grumbled at that, and I could almost see them working it out, working a way round, to kill me and seize Emily’s legacy. I was in for a rough road ahead, but then was that anything new? Not in the least.

“The grace will extend his life,” Oblivion said. “But he is still mortal. He will still die, five, six hundred years from this day. It does not matter. Our purpose, my purpose, has not changed. We must prepare the Story Thread for the darkness beyond the Void. None of this will matter, should that corruption be unleashed.”

Here I paid close attention, as Dread Ash had claimed the same—that a threat, an enemy, greater even than the Everlasting, existed beyond the Void. Which did not seem possible. The Story Thread was all creation, every world and universe conceivable and imagined, those that existed at the birth of everything and those written into existence by the Willful since. Between those universes sat the Void. The endless night, the hangover, the anti-matter of creation, the sewers. A balance between light and dark. There wasn’t room, if space and time could be considered as something real and not absurdly abstract, for anything else. Was there?

“I will persuade Declan Hale to restore Astoria’s grace to a rightful bearer,” Oblivion said. “I shall have ample time to persuade him.”

Translation: I was in for some solid torture. ‘Bring it, bitch.’

Dusk laughed, low and hollow. “Forgive me, brother, but in this as in most things you are blindingly transparent. Would you, perhaps, consider yourself the rightful bearer of Astoria’s legacy?”

Oblivion said nothing. He used my mouth to grin at his brother.

“And there is the matter of Ashaya’s grace,” Saturnia said. “As to her wishes, well, Ashaya was nothing if not one to set the cat among the pigeons.” Quirinus rolled his eyes, though fondly, in memory of his daughter. “Ashaya’s will is such that her grace be given wholly and without contest, to our daughter, Hail.”

Pained Hail of the Everlasting perked her ears up and was too slow to suppress a wide grin. I watched her, reminded myself that although she looked like a fifteen-year-old girl, she was more, much more. Hail sought out my eyes in return. I was one vessel with two mantles—that of Astoria and Oblivion—and thus the closest thing to a threat. A whole lot of significant looks going on today. Strangest funeral I’d ever been to, was all I could think.

Saturnia created another sphere of grace—this time of Ash’s—and the glowing orb floated through the air and settled within Hail’s heart. Her eyes flashed, I felt the power coming off her in waves, and Oblivion’s hot jealousy.

‘This makes her stronger than you, yes?’ I had to laugh. ‘Stronger than Dusk?’

In a way, yes, he replied. Though there is opportunity in such things.

‘She doesn’t like you, does she?’ I considered all I’d seen and heard that day. ‘None of your brothers and sisters like you. You’re the black sheep of the family.’

Oblivion shut me up in the brig with another quick and easy slap. Despite my new grace, my new power, I was still human, it seemed. Which was an advantage. I would die, one day, yes, but that meant I could focus more on the here and now. I didn’t have to worry about what my future a thousand years from now would be.

Everything was an advantage, and everything was also a disadvantage. It was all about how one played the game. Some of the fear I’d felt ever since Oblivion had used me to kill Ethan Reilly abated, and I clung to the hope I was building in my mind, the resolve. Emily had once said hope was my final resolve. I had to believe she’d meant more than just what it seemed on the surface.

Otherwise, what was the point? To anything? Never mind my creation-spanning struggled against the Elder Gods, if I didn’t have hope, there was no point in even the littlest of things. Dinner with friends, drinks on the river, bike rides in the sun. The what didn’t matter, but the why, that was all that mattered.

Your son, Oblivion said. Was all of what was said about the child true?

The ground beneath my feet felt all kinds of uncertain again. I strove for anger, for resolve, but could only manage a wearied sort of resignation. In the end, I couldn’t win. Oh sure, I’d take one or two of the bastards and bastardettes with me, already had, but when you got right down to the grit, I’d fall in battle—today, tomorrow, two hundred years from now. It would end only one way. Fire and blood. What had Saturnia said to me, the first time we met in Atlantis, before I knew who she was, who she claimed to be, and that claim had been verified now, hadn’t it? Oh yes indeedy. Let me set the scene: Saturnia and Declan Hale, saucy and sober, in one of the fancy cocktails bars near the Vale Atlantia—the obsidian heart of Atlantis:

I heaved another heavy sigh and ran a hand over my eyes. “What’s your end game?” I asked. “Is it too much to hope this doesn’t end in fire and blood?”

Saturnia leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “You’re at war with my children. You’re mortal, for the most part, and have the backing of the Knights Infernal, of factions of men and women who will fight and die for you… but in the end, it’s you, Declan. It’s you alone against them all. Fire and blood is all you can expect.”

”I will destroy the Everlasting,” I said. “I… they are everything that is wrong with creation.”

”They are immortally flawed.”

”Can I save Atlantis?”

Saturnia blinked in surprise. “Declan,” she said, “you are the reason it burns.”

Fire and blood.

So be it.

I could understand fire and blood.

I was good at fire and blood.

‘My son,’ I told Oblivion. ‘He is the one part of me you’ll never get. Do you doubt me, Oblivion? After all I’ve survived? I will survive you.’

Oblivion grunted, though beneath that, a current of something… contemplative? Curious? Dare I say it, even uncertain? You’ll break, he said. I will shatter your mind. The pain alone will have you howling, begging to tell me the truth. Where is the boy now?

‘I don’t know,’ I said, and that was the truth.

What did you do with him after Astoria’s death, after Voraskel?

I had shut down that part of my mind, placed it under lock and key in the part of my mind, the illusion, that was still mine. I was a mind within a mind, a soul trapped in a vessel under occupation. I could keep some secrets, some, but I felt snaked fingers, oily, slithering over the combination to that lock, prying and purchasing.

I felt Oblivion could have quite easily prised the door from the safe. No need for subtlety, no need for finesse. If he chose, he could tear my mind apart and dance among the whirlwind of shreds and sanity. But the game had changed, I was protected by Astoria’s grace and, I guessed, because Oblivion wanted me intact. The latter would change, eventually, so I was on a timer. I had to figure out how to solve all this before that timer ran down and my usefulness, and the slim bargaining chips I had—though one ace in the hole, thanks to Emily—became useless.

The Reminiscence, Oblivion said suddenly. What? What is that? You took the child there after his birth!

I cursed and realised I’d missed a memory or two of the time I had spent with me son, Oblivion’s nephew. I had travelled to Meadow Gate, to Tia Moreau’s bar, aptly named The Reminiscence, with thoughts to give my son to her. But in the end, I had seen her happy, seen her clear of the life and sadness of the Tome Wars. So few of us had escaped the war alive, let alone happy, that she didn’t deserve to be pulled back in. I hadn’t wanted to bring her back into my life, my troubles, as for me the war wasn’t over—would never be over.

I hadn’t left my son with Tia, and told Oblivion as much.

We’ll see, he replied, and a cold weight settled in my heart.

The rest of the funeral was a lot more stock standard, with drink and food and the Everlasting sharing stories of conquest and a few kind words about their fallen sisters. Which I found almost abhorrent, as they spoke of destroying worlds together, growing up in the early days of creation. A few inside jokes I didn’t get, of the sort close family shared, and a handful of anecdotes later and the damn thing came to a grateful end.

Saturnia and Quirinus had disappeared at some point during the last hour, their thrones sitting empty and aloof. I didn’t know, or care, where they had gone. Off to create a few new universes, perhaps. I’d lived nearly thirty years without being aware of them, I could quite happily live another three hundred and never see them again.

Something, some inkling, told me that wouldn’t be the case. But no matter. We make do.

“Brother,” Dusk said, approaching me and Oblivion as we sat alone near the remnants of the bar I had destroyed. Oblivion had salvaged a cup of liquor and was sipping it sourly, thinking dark thoughts.

My twin stared down at me, but of the Shadowman I saw nothing. It was Lord Hallowed Dusk using those Void-borne eyes, that corpse-like skin. Seeing myself like a corpse, not only a corpse but a possessed corpse, was as strange as you might imagine.

“An accord?” Oblivion asked, swirling the dregs of his drink about the glass. “Until the matter is settled?”

“I find myself in need to take a more active role in events, yes,” Dusk said. “One slumbers for an age and the whole Story Thread begins to crumble, the gods start falling, and darker menaces awaken. Time we restored the old ways, brother.”

“In that, at least, we are on the same page.”

‘What the hell are you talking about?’ I whispered, though I feared I knew.

“Where do we start looking for the child?” Dusk asked.

And I hurled myself against the walls of the brig, against the barred door, with everything I had to bear—which, unfortunately, wasn’t close to enough. ‘DON’T! DON’T YOU DARE!’

Oblivion didn’t even blink against my struggles. I was nothing to him, nothing. Less than the smallest gnat. I couldn’t hope to overpower his control. “Meadow Gate, a world some hours of travel from here, home to the refugees of a minor conflict known as the Tome Wars. My vessel took the boy there after his birth. I could glean that much from his mind before he sealed away the rest.”

Dusk nodded. “A place to start, then. Shall we?”

Oblivion drained his cup and tossed it aside. Together, he and his brother stepped sideways into the Void in pursuit of my son.


CHAPTER SIX

FIRE AND BLOOD

’It’s alright, it’s OK, just walk away’

There’s this old song, right. I forget who sings it - one of those sad souls with the weight of the world on their shoulders. Leonard Cohen, perhaps. Janis Joplin.

It doesn’t matter who sang it, because the song is that same track stuck on repeat, baby. One of those tunes that sting the soul, speaks across time and distance only to you, you alone. Like a good book, or finding resonance with the right person (before they get to know you, of course). The old song is full of memory, regret, and all the hindsight one could want after the funeral pyre has sent the ash on the wind—generally about relationships. Every song ever written—ever last one—is, in some way, a love song.

And most of them, the vast majority, are about lost love, failed love. The could-have-been, would-have-been, should-have-been.

As Lord Oblivion and Lord Dusk of the violent and ageless Everlasting sauntered across the Void to Meadow Gate, seeking a bar known as The Reminiscence, home of my old friend and almost lover, Tia Moreau, I couldn’t help but think on those old love songs. I was arrogant enough to think they were all about me.

Those songs had something else in common, even if the beat and lyrics changed, the heart was the same. They were promises—promises not to hurt again, to be better, stronger, faster. In a word, the songs were lies. Lies bathed in bloody truth.

Promising not to hurt someone again is like asking, demanding, the sun not to set. You’re just setting everyone up for disappointment.

How to shoot at someone who outdrew ya, I thought, and worried for Tia. I had the very real sense I was about to get her killed.

Two Everlasting, the most dangerous creatures in the Story Thread, were about to stop by her place for a drink. Worse, Tia didn’t know anything that could help them find my son. This was folly. I could show them that, I may have to, but it would be like giving away a number on the combination dial of the secret vault in my mind. I sensed that, as instinctive as breathing. To give an inch would be to give a mile, with these bastards.

The Void expanded and gave way to a lush, green world at the end of the day, a can of twilit mauve paint spilt across the cloudless sky. Fields of crops, of delicious honeyberries, both capable of producing a potent liquor and the best cure for a hangover this side of a shotgun, stretched to the horizon, nestled in the arms of a horseshoe valley of snow-capped mountains.

The town, the mini-city, of Meadow Gate sat on a hill in the heart of the valley, overlooking the fields, the crops, herds of wild horses, and the network of trickling streams and rivers. Meadow Gate was, in a word or two, refuge from the storm.

The Tome Wars—what the Everlasting, in their arrogance, considered a minor conflict—had spanned a century, already running for eighty years before I was born, and had devastated the human worlds of the Story Thread. Some of it had spilled onto True Earth and fuelled a world war or two. For the most part, the Knights had managed to keep the fighting from the real world. The Renegades, a broken and splintered faction of the Knights, who saw themselves more as pirates than caretakers, had thought to seize control of vast amounts of territory across the Story Thread.

Territory I now owned, in a way, thanks to Astoria’s mantle of power. I was a renegade after all. I didn’t quite want to use the word divine, but what she had willed me felt right, certain. I owned the land, the stars. I was their steward and, by default, their protector.

Meadow Gate, for a wonder, was part of the territory bestowed upon me. I felt at home here, a sense of home, as if I knew every rock in the valley, every gust of wind. Was this how the Everlasting always felt? This… connected and unstoppable? I decided then and there it would be best to shy away from using the mantle. I would bargain with it, even use it if I had to, but I’d read enough books and seen enough movies to know that this was one fucker of a slippery slope.

Enough to challenge the Everlasting—I didn’t want to become like them.

More than you already are? Oblivion growled.

I realised with a start I’d been thinking aloud, in my mind, and old ageless and ugly had been listening.

‘I’m nothing like you,’ I said.

“Your ambition, your resolve, is everlasting, Declan Hale.”

Shadowman, Lord Dusk, grinned at me. He plucked a juicy and golden honeyberry orb from the vine and popped it into his mouth. The juice squelched down his chin and he sighed, satisfied.

“After this unexpected business is concluded, brother,” Oblivion said. “The child dealt with. I propose we travel to Ascension City and unseat the Knights Infernal. It is for this reason, within this husk of a shadow, I have chosen to emerge from my dormancy.”

Oblivion scratched at the rough stubble on my cheeks. We were still dressed in our fancy funeral suit, immaculate, he wore it well, cloak billowing softly in the breeze. There was no breeze, which meant he was making it billow. Vanity? An air of menace? Just when I thought I glimpsed a piece of understanding about my possessor, that glimpse changed into something else.

“They have become too…” He twirled my fingers in the air. “…certain. Too comfortable in their seats of power.”

“Our vessels are proof of that unacceptable certainty,” Dusk agreed. “They must be cleansed.”

‘You’re in for a fight,’ I said.

As if reading my thoughts, Oblivion and Dusk gazed at one another’s clothes and then clapped their hands together, muttering under their breath. The clothes changed from the funeral garb to something more street savvy. I wore my usual jeans, black shirt and an open vest, where Shadowman was a little more formal in a white buttoned shirt and vest.

Oblivion laughed at the matching change of dress. He and Dusk strolled along the main road, cobblestones and old carts, way stations and shuttle craft, up the hillside and into Meadow Gate proper. Like most of the occupied worlds of the Story Thread, those that had started out as story and become more real—certain—Meadow Gate was a mix of old and modern, the past and the future, in terms of technology and civilisation.

Farmers hoed at the fields, shirtless in the sun, happy for the simple day’s work, while teenagers zipped about the town on hover craft and skateboards, like that old time travel movie with the DeLorean. Holographic interface stations offered deals in the markets, sights to see around the town, next to wooden stalls bearing fruits and vegetables, overseen by an old nanna in apron—every inch of her a tried and true stereotype, save the pipe she bit in the corner of her mouth. Scented smoke, blue on the air, rose from that pipe. In my mind’s mind, I caught the scent of lavender, lilac.

Which way, Hale? Oblivion asked.

‘Bite me.’

“You, woman,” Oblivion said, and consulted my stolen memories, “which way to the bar known as Reminiscence.”

“Apples on special,” she said to the Everlasting as old as creation. “Copper a dozen, pretty.” She squinted at Dusk, my rough twin. “Ya brother looks like he could use the vitamins, true. Under the weather, dear?”

Dusk glanced at the sky. “Yes, I am under the weather.”

“You look familiar, as sure if you don’t,” she said to me. “Scowl all ya wants, boy, but I’ve seen that mug of yars before.”

Of course she had. I was something of an infamous war criminal, or the Hero of the Tome Wars, depending on who you asked. I had been exiled, banned without it being explicitly stated, from Meadow Gate about a year and a half ago. The mayor himself had pomp and circumstance’d his way on down to Tia’s home and told me to get the hell out. I had taken my time, and the town had firebombed Tia’s bar for her trouble in keeping me around. That incident was how I’d lost my now healed left eye.

Sort of come full circle, in a way, though the poor people of this town were in for a surprise if they turned on me as I was now.

I could feel Oblivion’s ire, the building rage. He’d obliterate this woman for kicks, because it pleased him. ‘Head up the street,’ I said with a sigh. ‘Take a left into the narrow lanes beyond the market, then wind around the side of the hill. You’ll see the bar’s shingle on the left, overlooking the eastern valley.’

Oblivion abandoned the woman, Dusk falling into place next to him, and followed my directions. We attracted some curious glances, and also a few knowing glances, from people who quickly turned and hurried away. Word would spread, as word often did, that the Shadowless Arbiter was in town.

We reached Tia’s bar just after sunset, the first stars pricking the navy-blue canvas overhead, and found the door open, the hearth burning warm, and the gentle sound of laughter and merriment echoing from within. Through the great glass windows, I glimpsed old wooden tables, candle lit ambience, soft cushions and what was, at first and last glance, a tavern to stand as bulwark against terror and the night.

Oblivion and Dusk, terror and night, stepped over the threshold under the wooden board sign that read: The Reminiscence. During the Tome Wars, Tia Moreau had commanded a ship with that name, and lost it to the Void—in those final days, where up was down and madness was the only sane choice, she had done her duty as a Knight Infernal. Indeed, as far as the Knights were concerned, Tia was long dead—another name on the endless list of casualties during that war.

If they ever found out she was here, it would be interesting. They’d want her back. She was a fighter, a scrapper, with the devil’s own luck. She was me, without the drunken mistakes. Though after the war I’d opened a bookshop and made it a bar, Tia had opened a bar and made it a home.

I strolled into that bar against my will—everything was against my will at the moment—and my mind raced. A sense of danger, something I always felt, pinged into the red. Someone was going to die, that was a damned given, unless I took away the Everlasting’s reason to be here.

And, a thought for the vault, I couldn’t do that without betraying Annie Brie and certainly dooming her to torture and death for the whereabouts of my son.

A few of the tables were occupied, farmers and workmen at the end of a day spent in the fields. They took one look at me, my face, and that of my corrupted twin, and left their drinks unfinished, clattering out of Tia’s bar, falling over one another in their hurry to leave. I was recognised. The mob wouldn’t be far behind.

Tia stood behind the bar, polishing glassware, lining up colourful bottles of alien liquor, and met my eyes as Oblivion sat down on a velvet-lined stool. Dusk, as if he were merely spectating, took a seat next to me. At five feet and a dime, Tia barely stood taller than the bar itself. Her face, meant to be young, that of her late twenties, carried the lines and cares of the Tome Wars—emerald green eyes, raven-black hair, and an old scar that cut that pretty face in half, crossed the space between her eyes, down the bridge of her nose, and into her cheek.

She was beautiful, as only the broken can be.

“Not that I don’t enjoy these visits, Declan,” she said with a grin, reaching for three whisky glasses, “but you never show up unless you want something. Or are running from something. Or have just set something ancient and powerful on fire. So, which is it?”

She poured three very healthy glugs into each glass, double for her, and shot the whisky across the bar to me with the ease of long practice—to Oblivion and Dusk.

“Your… brother?” she said, tilting her head to Dusk. “But you don’t have a brother. Whatever he is, he doesn’t look well.”

Oblivion said nothing. Dusk said nothing. They sipped at their whisky, found it to their liking, and beheld Tia beyond the bar.

Tia sighed and I saw, physically saw, the net of Will she cast—a subtle, low incantation, and forbidden in Meadow Gate—to touch on my mind and that of Dusk. The thinnest tendril of power touched my body and Tia’s eyes widened. She fell back against her shelves, knocking bottles from on high, which shattered around her in shards and rivers of spilt booze.

“So,” she rasped and managed to collect her tumbler of whisky. She took a gulp, and then another. “So, not Declan, then. Or not just Declan…”

“No, child,” Oblivion whispered. “You are in the presence of the Everlasting.”

Tia’s eyes widened again, but only slightly this time—she had regained some control. She licked her lips. “Is Declan…?”

‘I’m here, Tia.’

“He lives, but is of no consequence to you, should you wish to survive.”

And now instead of widening, Tia rolled her eyes. “Zero to threats in like ten seconds, buddy. Great work.”

Dusk chuckled, then threw back Shadowman’s head and laughed, high and clear, whisky sloshing from the glass and onto his jeans.

“That’s a dangerous face to wear,” Tia said. “Even if you are… who you claim to be. That face has enemies.”

“We fear not the Knights Infernal.”

Tia nodded slowly. “You should. Rumour has it two of you fell, one very recently, to the Knights Infernal—to Declan.”

“Rumour has it, does it?” Dusk said, maintaining some semblance of sanity despite his ageless deceit. “How swiftly foul news travels. We have only just mourned my sisters, and already you vermin gossip.”

Tia glanced beneath the bar and I knew she’d have something—a sword, a gun, something. She also had another bartender, a man named Ace, a big bear of a man, a tough, who dealt with unruly customers. I was glad he wasn’t here. He’d already be a smear on the wall. Tia, to her credit, didn’t make a move toward the weapon. It was folly.

“What is it you want then?” she asked.

“The Shadowless Arbiter, he birthed a child with our sister, Fair Astoria, before her grace failed. We seek the child.”

Tia took a moment to process all that, her brow creasing, her lovely scar stretching over her freckled nose. “Declan’s a father, truly? Oh, that’s terrible. That poor kid…” She shook her head. “Why are you here? I didn’t even know he’d been so reckless.”

Oof, that hurt.

“He visited this establishment on the night the child was born. He sat in this stool, hooded, hidden. I have glimpsed this memory,” Oblivion said. “I know it to be true. He brought the child here.”

Tia kept on shaking her head. “I never spoke to him, never saw him. If he was here, he did me a favour and kept me out of it.”

That was the truth. I’d seen Tia singing on the stage across the lounge, happy and alive, the crowd singing along with her, and decided to leave her alone. So much for my choices. Reckless, she had said, and in every way that mattered—yes, yes I had been. Wagering short term victory for what would, inevitably, be long term defeat.

“Why do you want the kid?” Tia asked.

“He is our nephew,” Dusk said. “Should he not meet his uncles?”

The elder god slipped his glass back across the bar. Tia refilled it, to the brim, the edge of the pour chattering only a little, giving away her nerve, against the crystal tumbler, and sent it cruising on back.

‘Let me speak with her,’ I said, and Oblivion scoffed.

Tell me where to find the boy, or she dies, he replied.

I was a hard bastard when I wanted to be. I’d lost friends and family enough to put on a one-man theatre show full of regret and folly. ‘Then… she dies.’

Sorry, Tia.

Tia may have read some of the conversation on my face. She nodded to herself. “He’s in there, isn’t he? Declan. You’re a real bastard, you know that.”

I knew it.

“Speak to him not,” Dusk said. “We’ve had enough of him this day.”

“Getting more than you bargained for with those faces, aren’t you?”

Oblivion scowled but Dusk laughed again. “The bad moon rises,” he said.

“Creedence Clearwater Revival,” Tia replied. “We get that one a lot on karaoke night. You boys should come back then. You’d be a hit, I’m sure.”

“I do not believe this slip of a girl knows anything of use, Oblivion.”

Tia Moreau pointed a finger at him. “That is true.”

“We should kill her anyway. If for no other reason than it would upset the Shadowless Arbiter,” Dusk finished.

Tia took a step back. “Hey, now.”

Willing to bargain—your knowledge or your stolen grace—to save her life? Oblivion asked.

‘Creatures of honesty, your Father said. Old Quirinus. If we make a bargain, you are bound to honour it.’

Yes, Declan Hale. At the cost of our grace should we break our accord.

I nodded and slammed a fist against the wall of the brig in my mind, wishing I could break through the door, seized the bridge, shoot Oblivion out of an airlock. The drops of water falling from the crack in the corner increased. ‘Then go fuck yourself.’

Oblivion snapped his head back and I saw the surprise turn to anger in the mirror behind Tia’s bar. Tia saw it, as well, and turned to run.

For a wonder, the Everlasting let her run. Let her flee out the back of the bar. I was relieved only for a moment, wondering what I’d missed, when Oblivion and Dusk rose from their stools.

“He is proving difficult to deal with,” Lord Oblivion said. “How about your vessel? Does the remnant lore, the shadow, not have the knowledge we seek?”

Dusk shook his head slowly. “They are one and the same, as you know. This was your doing, brother. The lives have forged them as hard as diamond, as immovable as mountains. We’ve only ourselves to blame, in a way. His dealings with the Everlasting have… hardened him, against what should be our inarguable influence. An immunity, in a way.”

Oblivion reached over the bar for the half-empty bottle of whisky and slugged another shot from the glass rim. “He has lost too much, too often, to have any regard for… his friends? His family?”

Dusk nodded and crossed his arms over his chest. His face, Shadowman’s face, took on a speculative glamour. “Even the child, his son, our nephew… I wonder. I do not think he’s protecting the boy so much out of any parental responsibility he feels, but because denying us what we want is his only mandate. All he knows how to do.”

Oblivion growled but nodded.

“It would take a great deal of persuasion to convince him to flip the switch, as it were, and help us.”

“Astoria managed it,” Oblivion said. Night had fallen outside, the flickering flames in the fireplace across the lounge dancing tall shadows across the walls of Tia’s bar.

“Astoria,” Dusk said, and the infinite sadness in his voice was irrelevant. “She loved him, truly. Loved him enough to forfeit her grace, to make herself mortal enough to conceive a child. Ever she was the cruellest of us, brother. The most unpredictable.”

“I miss her,” Oblivion said. “Miss her as she was before the Shadowless Arbiter—proud, beautiful, incorruptible.” He turned his head, my head, to look me in the eye in the grand, golden mirror behind Tia’s bar. “You took something irreplaceable from us, Declan.”

And that was the first time he had used my name, just my first name, as if talking to me as a person—and not as a vessel, a host, or the Shadowless Arbiter.

‘I asked for none of this,” I said.

“You meddled beyond your ken and expect salvation because the currents pulled you into the dark, swirling depths beyond the shore? Where most of your kind are content to paddle, ignorant and afraid of the dark, and thus saved?”

I considered his words in that dim, steel-blue prison cell, six feet by nine, a single door of unbreakable plate glass between me and the rest of my mind. A figure appeared to me, the Shadowman, dressed as he was out in the real world.

I raised an eyebrow and Shadowman held a finger to his lips, shushing me.

Hey, pal, I thought, gazing at my shadow. That thought was like three levels deep, with my mind’s mind’s… mind. Or something. It was a thought just for me, though I think the Shadowman saw it on my face. He grinned, teeth crooked and yellow. The Void had really fucked him up, and last we met, he had fallen back into it alongside Scarred Axis.

I hoped he didn’t hold that against me. We were allies by regret now, if nothing else.

And he made another version of me, out and about in the Story Thread that evening.

Four versions of me—one that was me imprisoned by Oblivion (me, my true self), one that was Shadowman imprisoned by Dusk (arguably, a piece of my true self, one without filter or mercy). And then the Everlasting themselves, wearing our faces.

‘Have you noticed how much they’re drinking?’ Shadowman asked, stroking his pale and rough chin. He shrugged and disappeared—pulled from my mind, our mind, his mind, back into Dusk’s snare.

I sensed he would be back, or could be back. An interesting development.

“Interesting,” Dusk said. “My vessel, he can speak to yours. They are two parts of a whole, I suppose. I have locked him away again.”

Oblivion waved us all away and, after a moment, placed the scotch back on the bar. Had he been human, he would have already been passed out in the gutter.

“This was a waste of our time,” he said.

“Perhaps, perhaps not. He cares for the proprietor of this bar, but is willing to watch her die. We cannot reason with that, nor bargain.” Dusk considered. “The stakes need to be raised. Every man has his limit. He will reveal the child to us, in time. We have ample enough of that for now.”

Oblivion said nothing for a long moment and then shrugged. “What do you suggest, brother?”

“Ascension City.”

In the brig, I froze. Oh dear. The home world of the Knights Infernal, an enormous city the likes of which hadn’t existed since Atlantis was new. It had been built with Atlantis in mind, silver spires and a Vale tower at its heart. Was it about to meet the same fate as the Lost City? Atlantis had burned, in Voidflood and flame. It had been devoured, torn from the Story Thread. Millions had died, millions always did when the Void got uppity.

“I had intended to pay the Knights a visit in this form,” Oblivion said. “Before he was awarded Astoria’s grace, before we learnt of the child.”

“Have you considered,” Dusk said, “that Mother and Father set us on this path?”

Oblivion eyed him and then mirrored his stance, side on and arms crossed over his chest. “No…”

“I spoke of a threat, an outside influence, guiding Declan Hale’s hand—since his birth, before, really, given his traversing of time through the Void and to Atlantis-that-was. In all creation, who would have the time and influence, the subtle manipulation, to so readily set us loose upon the Knights Infernal? Hmm?” Dusk sighed. “Consider, brother, we are working together. When was the last time that happened?”

“Beyond memory,” Oblivion muttered. “Why would Mother and Father want this? Already we have lost Astoria and Ash.”

Dusk shook the Shadowman’s head. “That, I cannot fathom. All we can do is pursue the course, mindful of the manipulation. Recall, Sister Hail was also gifted lost grace.”

“An insult,” Oblivion growled.

“A challenge,” Dusk agreed.

“What then, is the end game?”

Dusk grinned with the Shadowman’s rotten teeth. “Always our purpose must be to combat the horror beyond the Void. The Bad Moon rising. Tell me, even with the Peace Arsenal restored, are we prepared? Should the hordes of nightmare break through into the Story Thread this day, would we stand a chance?”

Oblivion considered that, and I felt him accept some of it as truth. “No,” he said. “We would be annihilated. We have slumbered, been imprisoned… forgotten our way.” He slammed my fists together. “Mother and Father placed the Shadowless Arbiter against us to reignite our purpose, to resist our rivalry, and refocus our efforts against the Void.”

Dusk nodded along slowly. “With the information available to us at this moment, that is my conclusion, too.”

Oblivion stared at the whisky bottle on the bar and then, with a flick, sent it tumbling to the hardwood floors. The bottle smashed against the polished mahogany, the peaty scent of good, solid scotch rising on the air and staining the sawdust, the floorboards beneath.

“So be it then,” he said. “Let us take Ascension City together, brother. As for the spoils, they can rot as the Shadowless Arbiter watches.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

THE SUGGESTED DAILY DOSAGE

’Dancing. Let’s go dancing’

We Void-travelled again, and I understood it a little better this time, with Emily’s mantle to guide me. As a human, a Knight, I had travelled the Void. One of the few to do so and survive, luck over purpose again, but this method of travel was something else, something… clever.

The Everlasting were riding currents, riding waves of invisible malice. In the past, and in our protected battleships, we Knights forced our way through the Void. We cut harsh paths, get in and get out, before the creatures hidden in the dark could have their way with us. The Everlasting, in their infinite patience, used established roads, secret back trails through harsh country.

It was almost as if, and here I wondered, the Void was meant to be traversed. The worlds were meant to be linked—the Story Thread didn’t exist accidentally, but toward some sort of end. A divine purpose. The last of the great mysteries.

Close, Oblivion said. Your new mantle is making you wiser. We’ll have to ensure it never matures.

‘When I get out of here, you and me, Oblivy, are going to have our long overdue fist fight.’

He snorted. You will die.

‘Once, perhaps, but now? This bond of ours works both ways, mate. I sense your uncertainty.’

The Void ended in a flash of world bearing fruit, bright wintry light, and we stood on the world I had grown up on—at the ragged end of the Story Thread. Such space and distances were mutable, of course, the thread had no beginning, no middle, no end. It was a mess, a tangled ball of yarn, to put it as simply as possible. But the Knights, the true power aside from the Everlasting, had made waypoints, markers, against the chaos. Ascension City was one such marker—the grandest, proudest jewel of the Story Thread.

True Earth, another marker, and—arguably—the infinitely more precious. No one knew for certain what would happen should the Void claim True Earth, the heart of the thread, the rose of the World Compass, but it wouldn’t be pretty.

The leading theory was that without True Earth, the centre would not hold. The whole sordid mess would collapse under the oppressive weight of the Void. Basically, the end of this or any creation, washed away on the tides of dark, corrupted oils between universes.

On my low days, when purpose fled and the night closed in, cold and alone surrounded by books and empty whisky bottles, I considered such an end as inevitable, and wondered why I was fighting at all. One way or another, entropy will out.

I had thought the Everlasting to be working toward that end—the unmaking of the Story Thread, but now, knowing them a little better, I wasn’t so sure. They believed there was something beyond the Void, some greater threat, and while I wasn’t sold on that belief it had to be considered. Even entertained.

Anyway, here we were in Ascension City, which after True Earth was the heart and soul of the whole sordid mess. This place stood as a bastion for humanity, the human race, and many a clueless mortal had found themselves here, having fallen into the hidden roads and pathways leading from True Earth. The Knights, often merciless and cruel in their creation-spanning purpose, did stand for something other than war at the bloodied edge of a sword. We were meant to be protectors, saviours, of the lost and weary. Policemen. The thing most people don’t know and it wasn’t readily advertised, is that hopping between worlds is easy—absurdly easy. As easy as opening a book. And the danger paramount. The Knights Infernal, at their best, stand against such lost folly.

Many a clueless mortal had found their way into Forget and the city purely by elusive thought. The crossover boundaries were, for the most part, fluid and unpredictable. A select few, however, were always present. Always and in all ways. The Knights patrolled the ones they knew about, trying in vain to monitor the ebb and flow of citizens through the vast, sprawling metropolis and surrounds.

Lord Oblivion and Dusk appeared on the edge of a glittering silver-clear pool, one of the nexus points close to Ascension City itself, and one I had used before, nearly two years ago now, during my first trip home after my long exile.

‘Why did you come through here?’ I asked.

“It felt right,” Oblivion said, and Dusk looked at him sharply.

We were in a fairy-tale forest. Narrow beams of sunlight cut through the tree canopy, pools of sunlight warm and redeeming on glades of wildflowers and moss-strewn boulders. The air, the very air, which I scented twice through Oblivion and in my own mind, somehow breathing without lungs, carried the scent of time and lazy afternoons, the ancient scent of dust on the road, miles to go. Home.

I was home.

And here to start a war.

*~*~*~*

Last time I’d arrived back on this world, through the Void and into this very same forest, I had been met by Amy Delacroix, the Historian of Future Prospect—a teenage girl, gifted and cursed, with the ability to see the future, to see all possible futures.

Except mine. Without my shadow, I blinded her. An archaic twist, and one that proved my soul was a ruin—I no longer stood in the light.

I had hoped to see her again now, if for no other reason than the Everlasting were cruel and lonely company, but if she had any inkling of my current circumstances then it didn’t hold her interest enough to come say hello.

We were alone in the forest.

The path through the trees was paved with old cracked stones, worn and weathered. Bristly tufts of grass and fat vines grew between the slabs and crept along the soil banks on either side of the green corridor. I followed the path north, tasting the wind. Overhead, unseen through the canopy, I could hear the rumbling of airships flying around the city.

Oblivion and Dusk seemed content to walk the few miles through the forest toward the city. And they did so in silence. I didn’t try to speak to my captor or his brother, instead I focused on guarding my thoughts, those I thought worth guarding, adding them to the vault alongside my son and the one person who may have been able to find him—Detective Annie Brie. I had given the boy to her, then disappeared.

If there was more at work in the universe than the will of the Everlasting, then Annie was proof of that—she had a petal of celestial illusion in her heart, a ticking hand of the Infernal Clock itself, which protected her from the Everlasting’s influence. They could hurt her, torture her, destroy her—but they could not invade her mind. If all else failed, that protection, which had rested in my heart until recently, and had killed Dread Ash, was the last line of defence.

The path through the forest grew less tired and cobblestoned, and we crested a rise above the trees to behold the wonder and splendour of the Knights Infernal in their seat of power—the grand urban sprawl, the eternal home, the capital: Ascension.

The city, as always, looked magnificent.

I was rightful king of this world, this city, the Knights Infernal, though many would argue the fact. And as I was now, captured and without body, I couldn’t claim anything. I worried Oblivion might do so on my behalf. I felt the hunger in his eyes, my eyes, gazing down at Ascension City. The Dragon Throne was here, an ancient seat, my seat.

The city looked magnificent.

Home to tens of millions of people, built on islands and rivers and mainland stretching miles over the horizon, Ascension City was a mirror of Atlantis-that-was. Think of New York City, times a hundred, with spiralling tall silver towers, skybridges connecting them together, and hundreds of thousands of people capable of manipulating Will, magical folk. The strongest of which, those that passed the tests, members of the ruling class—the Knights Infernal.

“You have to admire their capacity to appease the eye,” Dusk said, one hand on his hip, the other shielding his eyes to gaze down at the sparkling city in the sun.

I recalled thinking something similar, seeing the city for the first time in half a decade after I ended my exile:

’Mighty towers, almost wreathed in clouds, scraped at the sky. Glass domes extended over stadium-sized fields, and walkways stretched from the peak of one building to the next—bridges built in the air over the city. Neon-blue lighting ran up and down the streets and throughout hundreds of the buildings. Its energy came from the conduit of tapped power running beneath the city, a font of true power from the heart of creation, bleeding through a crack in the canvas of reality.

One tower rose above all others in the heart of the city and shone like a beacon in the half-light, a spire of pure obsidian stone, monolithic and imposing. Even at this distance, I could see the unnatural smoothness of the rock, the polished finish and metal trim. Blue lights ran up the tower in a spiral pattern, and a single white sphere of fire, at the tower’s peak, ignited a flat plateau like the light in a lighthouse.

The Fae Palace of the Knights Infernal had been carved from a mountain long centuries ago. The heart of the city was the crystal core of a mountain long dead. The rest of Ascension City, some thirty miles across, sprawled out from that central tower.’

I now knew, a little older and wiser, that the Fae Palace was a Vale tower—built by a race of blue and purple aliens, who looked human, save for the bluish-purplish hue to their skin. The Builders. I had met one of them, ten thousand years ago on True Earth, Vale Tylia. I had liked her. She had been my student. And Oblivion had used her to traverse the Void across time and start this whole possessed mess turning.

Tylia had escaped with Tal and Annie as I killed Ethan, as Oblivion seized control. I hazarded a guess that they may not have been too far away. Tal, once a Knight, had nowhere else to go. And her sister, Sophie, was close by—at the Infernal Academy, accessible through the Vale tower. Through my Fae Palace.

“Conquest or subjugation? Overthrow or seize?” Dusk asked, as if discussing the matter of Ascension City over drinks, as if claiming the city was no more bothersome than paying the monthly phone bill.

Oblivion growled. “I want to see it burn,” he said. “But there are considerations…”

“Yes, a great many artefacts of power have found their way to this city. Can you not feel them?”

“Yes.”

“And this may be the largest concentration of origin-fuelled humanity in the Story Thread.” Dusk waved his arms at the city. “Soldiers, brother. A million or more soldiers, capable of harnessing the power of creation. It would be a shame to waste such a boon.”

“My host,” Oblivion said. “Thinks himself the rightful king of this place. Perhaps we can take it simply by unseating the current monarch. King Jon Faraday, the Shadowless Arbiter’s half-brother.”

Dusk considered, then nodded. “Set them to work under legitimate rule. There will be unrest, civil riots, the streets will be bloody for a time… but your vessel has already lain the groundwork, has he not? He saved this city from my vessel not too long ago, he won the Tome Wars, and defied the oh-so-scary Everlasting.” Dusk threw his head back and laughed. “He has made this too easy.”

Oblivion licked my lips and I felt him come to a decision. “I will summon the Peace Arsenal, blanket the sky with an armada they can’t hope to stand against. We quell the city, claim the throne, and set the Knights Infernal to task—to finding Astoria’s spawn.”

‘You gonna talk about it all day or you gonna do it?’ I growled.

“Perhaps grant me the arsenal,” Dusk said. “Temporarily, of course. I swear on my power I will abandon the flagship at your command. That should free you to use your host’s face more effectively within the bounds of the city.”

Oblivion thought that through, searched for the inevitable loopholes, found a few but also found them acceptable, and agreed. “He has allies here, many who would fight for him. I will rally that force under his banner, a secret army, and we will seize yonder tower with minimal bloodshed.”

Oblivion said the last a tough distastefully, as if acting so subtly was alien and offended him. Given what I knew of the Everlasting Oblivion, all of our interactions, I wagered his feelings were just that—but he saw the potential of having the city under his control and mostly in one piece.

This was the greatest army in the known Story Thread. A shame to waste it.

“The Peace Arsenal…” he muttered. “It still slumbers, groggy after so long trapped alongside Atlantis and the Voidfloods since. I estimate a week, in time’s true measure, before it is operational.”

Dusk laughed and clapped his hands together. “A wager then, brother. You have a week to take this city on your own. If you are still struggling by the time I arrive, then the arsenal will see it done.”

He offered his hand—Shadowman’s hand—and Oblivion thrust mine into the grip. They squeezed hard, firm, and shook once.

“The Peace Arsenal rests in the Belt of the Goliath, Dusk,” Oblivion said. “See that you command her well.”

Dusk grinned and stepped sideways into the Void, which solved one of my problems—a week’s breathing room, if nothing else—and left Oblivion and I standing alone and gazing down at Ascension City. Both of us with a hungry, ambitious glint in our eyes.

“This will be fun,” Oblivion said. “Allow me to show you how to rule, Declan Hale.”

*~*~*~*

Over the next five days, Oblivion used my memories, those I couldn’t stuff fast enough into the vault, which was growing harder to maintain the more I put in there, bulging at the hinges, easier for long, skeletal fingers to hold purchase… Oblivion used those memories to rally the factions of Knights in the city that thought it should be me on the Dragon Throne.

His efforts were actually stupidly easy, and made me wonder why I hadn’t forced this issue years ago and raised an army against my brother, King Jon Faraday. I won’t go into all the details here, many copies and accounts of what became known as the Shadowless Rebellion exist, but it didn’t all hinge around me.

I was years out of Ascension City at that point, years from knowing her ins and outs, feeling the pulse of the grand metropolis, where the loyal and disloyal met, which taverns and barracks raised secret toasts to the rightful king Declan Hale, and which wanted my head skewered on a pike for the crows to shit on out front of the Fae Palace.

But Arbiter Vrail Corban of the Knights Infernal wasn’t out of the loop.

Hell, he was the loop. If not for Vrail, Oblivion’s proxy-grab for the throne would have been a whole lot bloodier and, in the end, have left Ascension City a smoking, war-torn crater.

An argument could be made that I wouldn’t have done much better on my own, but that was dangerously close to giving Oblivion credit, and I’d vowed against such empathy.

Vrail was a friend as well as an ally. We had trained together at the Infernal Academy, served together in the Tome Wars, and I had commanded him in the Cascade Fleet during the Battle of Voraskel. More recently, we had taken Scarred Axis’ prison together in the storm clouds of Jupiter. His sharp face and clear, intelligent eyes had managed to retain some measure of happiness after the Tome Wars, which was rare.

Some brains were just wired to weather the storm, some drowned, and what most didn’t realise was that the ship was sinking either way.

Oblivion, who had scoured my mind for the best point of attack against Ascension City, had found more memories of Vrail. More memories than I could conceal (and more than a small part of me didn’t want to conceal those memories, wanted to see Jon Faraday fall, which again was dangerously close to aligning my goals with Everlasting), and summoned Vrail to a secret meeting in a dimly lit basement bar. Our face hooded and cloaked, Vrail arrived with his shoulders wrapped in a heavy purple cloak, concealing probably about thirty various weapons hidden about his person.

He was a boy scout, was Vrail.

“Good evening, Vrail,” Oblivion said, and his tone was so smooth, so light, that any ideas I had that Vrail would rumble the Elder God and draw his sword were squashed. Oblivion could have won an Oscar, pretending to be me, even without wearing my face. It was… well, it was supernatural.

“It is you,” Vrail whispered, cradling a mug of heavy ale as he sat down at the table and peered into the depths of my hood. “Rumour had it you’d died in the past. Atlantis finally got you, in the end.”

‘Not just me, Vrail!’ I thought as loudly as I could, but of course he didn’t hear it.

He chuckled. “Dangerous times to be in Ascension City, Declan. Rumour has it your brother is turning against you again, considering exiling you once more—or making it look like you had a nasty accident.”

That was news to me, but damn. Thanks, Jon.

“Rumour has a lot of things, it seems. And that’s why I’m here,” Oblivion said. “Vrail, did you mean what you said before the battle at the Atlas Lexicon against the Emissary Dragon?”

Vrail took a long sip from his mug, foam on his upper lip, and laughed without mirth. Though, to his credit, he did not waver. “Yes,” he said. “Always, Declan.”

Another memory surfaced, one I hadn’t deemed worthy of the vault, because Oblivion had it first. He was scouring my mind at all times, it seemed. Anyway, before the battle at the Atlas Lexicon—the train station, not the city in Switzerland—Vrail and I had a chat…

Vrail hung back and regarded me for a moment. “Am I free to speak in front of… Annie, wasn’t it?” he asked me, and offered my young detective a gentle smile.

”As if we were alone, old friend,” I said.

He nodded. “Sentiment in the city may have been twisted against you, Declan, by your brother and his court, but more than a few remember who it was that ended the century of madness and slaughter.” He paused and inclined his head toward me, pressing his knuckles against his brow, a mark of significant respect among the Knights. “I hesitate to speak of this in front of more ears, even ears belonging to Dessan and Garn, but hesitate I must, you ken?”

”Indeed I do.”

”You could split the Knights down the middle, you know? If you raised a banner, a certain number, a not insignificant number, would flock to it.”

”Vrail,” I said with half a grin, “that’s dangerously close to treason.”

”You killed Morpheus Renegade in Atlantis.”

Annie stared at me.

”Yes, yes I did. He killed me, too, but that’s semantics at this point.”

Vrail waved away my words. “There are some, the same folk who remember the end of the Tome Wars, who believe if you were in command then Morpheus Renegade would never have gotten the better of us on the Plains of Perdition, would never have almost seized Atlantis for himself. You stopped him—not Faraday. You averted catastrophe yet again. Declan…” Vrail hesitated, and cast a nervous glance over his shoulder. “My king, you belong on the Dragon Throne.”

I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder, but there was an edge to my voice and a glint in my one good eye. “My friend, that is treason.”

”Then slap me in star iron and chop my head off!” Vrail clenched his fists and sighed, frustrated. “At least think about it…”

”Think about overthrowing my brother and claiming the greatest seat of power in existence? Annie, what say you?”

She held up her hands. “Oh, leave me out of this mess.”

”You have a duty, Declan,” Vrail said. “And that’s the last word I'll say on this matter.”

“Yes, I see you remember well,” Lord Oblivion said to Vrail Corban nearly two years after that conversation, in the dark and dreary tavern of Ascension City’s dark and dreary cheap side docks along the dark and dreary Farvale River.

Vrail nodded sharply.

Oblivion grinned and sipped the last of his scotch, already a skinful and more that fateful day. “Gather those loyal to me, Vrail. We march on the Fae Palace before week’s end.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

MARCH ON THE FAE PALACE

‘And if I return half-broken, will you still love me anyway?’

I honestly think Oblivion acted so swiftly and so decisively during that week not to win the Dragon Throne, but in order to prove Dusk that he was the superior commander, that despite the might and strength of the Peace Arsenal (that fucking mutually assured oxymoron), Lord Oblivion was the superior Elder God.

Sibling rivalry, pure and simple.

And I don’t think he saw just how well Dusk had strung him along again in that regard. For Dusk, the bet hadn’t been about who could seize Ascension City the fastest, or the cleverest, it had been about making Oblivion do what he wanted. Either way, whether he succeeded or failed, and he would succeed—Vrail had ensured that, almost as if my old friend had been waiting for this day—Dusk got something he wanted.

I considered explaining all that to Oblivion, but he was busy usurping the King of the Knights Infernal and I couldn’t pretend any longer that I didn’t want him to do so.

From the brig in my mind, those cracks in the wall worsening all week—the water dripping in had taken on an oily sheen now, as if slick with grease. I wondered on the integrity of my mind, and whether after all the abuse over the years—the booze least of all—it could take two of us in the one space. Oblivion had possessed Tal for six years, yet here I was barely a week in and already cracking. Oblivion didn’t seem concerned, I wondered if he knew, so I kept my thoughts to myself, treating the information as a possible ace in the hole.

The cards I’d been dealt so far were fairly shit, and the dealer kept pulling aces and face cards, almost as if the game was rigged, so I clung to whatever thin advantage I could make. It didn’t feel like winning.

The day Jon Faraday lost his throne dawned bright and early, summer blue skies, Monday morning back on True Earth, and Oblivion had commanded his resources into ruthless position across the city—he had Knights loyal to me, to Declan Hale, stationed at the garrisons where Faraday’s reinforcements would come from, sabotaging the shuttle craft and changing the locks on the armouries, poisoning the mess hall rations to debilitate and cripple the resistance.

Again, I begrudged Oblivion any compliment, but the Elder God knew how to scheme and how to plan. He made it look like accidents, at first, then warnings went out of a possible infection sweeping the city, a sort of Will-flu (such things had happened in the past) targeting those most proficient in the mystic and knightly arts. An edict came down from the king himself mid-week, advising those so afflicted (so poisoned) to head off world to the healing centres in the inner territories for treatment.

Oblivion had made Faraday send half his army away without firing a single shot.

Not to say there weren’t casualties.

I knew of at least fourteen men and women that had died because of me that week in Ascension City, yet I had barely poked my head out of my hood. Vrail and my allies, thinking they were acting on my orders—are they not?—weren’t treating this as a rehearsal. Any breach, any possible trickle of what was happening, was mopped up with ruthless efficiency.

I’d been brutal before.

Ruthless.

Shadowless and cruel.

This felt like dirty work, because it was dirty work. So started the noble and peaceful reign of Declan Hale—with enough throats slit in flooded back alleys to paint the town red.

It’ll be OK, I thought with bitter irony, on the healing day…

Meanwhile, the allies and ranks of my secret soldiers continued to swell. I had underestimated, by several orders of magnitude, just how many wanted me to lead them, how many saw my achievement and my victories against the Renegades and the Everlasting as divine right to rule. Thousands in Ascension City alone, tens of thousands more out in the Story Thread, and that was just the fully-fledged Knights Infernal.

How have I been so blind…? The answer to that was amber and peaty, of course, about a hundred dollars of bottle, distilled in Islay…

The Shadowless Rebellion unmasked itself and marched on the Fae Palace just after ten o’clock in the morning on a Monday. Oblivion in my body, Vrail at my side, and a handful of other chief lieutenants Void-travelled to the Infernal Academy and breached the palace from within, while the streets ran with thousands of soldiers and knights flying my banner, the old family crest from my mother’s side, twin swords crossed under a crown. Not the crest of Good King Jon Faraday.

Alarms sounded, the alert was raised, but it was already days too late. Oblivion had acted swiftly, decisively, and all Jon Faraday could raise was a cacophony of noise and regret. I was later shocked to learn just how many civilians and their families had fallen into line behind my banner.

From the Infernal Academy, midnight and star strewn, Lord Oblivion led me and Vrail and six others across through the portal and into the heart of the Fae Palace, and so the fight did begin.

*~*~*~*

First through the portal and into the upper reaches of the Fae Palace, we met little resistance, though the alarm bells clattered across the city and the shuttles not sabotaged, and those not under our control, waged battles in the sky above Ascension. But the deck was stacked in my favour, as I glimpsed out of the long commanding windows and down at the city.

It had only taken us ten minutes to Void-travel into the Academy and return into the palace, but in that ten minutes dozens of skirmishes—as planned—had broken out across the city. Smoke and flame rose in fast curls, echoing booms reverberated across the vastness of Ascension, and I thought about being a kid, first coming to this place, and being awed at its splendour and magnificence.

Back then, before anybody knew me, before I knew anyone, just one dumb kid with a bit of Will talent to be tested for the Infernal Academy, clinging to my father’s arm, more than a little afraid… That kid had stared up at the Fae Palace, thinking of King Morrow on the Dragon Throne as this impossible, powerful Knight. I had wanted to meet him, wanted to do my best at the academy so I could make him proud.

And now, twenty years later, here I was leading a grand assault against the Dragon Throne, against my half-brother.

Here I was, an agent of change and chaos, and I wasn’t even close to in control. This was Declan Hale’s fight, but Declan Hale was trapped.

Lord Oblivion of the Everlasting was the mastermind behind the insurrection.

It felt like he’d stolen something irreplaceable.

We made it to the elevator banks and shot up a handful of floors, Vrail swiping his access cards to get us closer to the throne room. Our intelligence—the knights loyal to me and close to the king, had sent word via the tablet interface Vrail wore on his arm, that Faraday and his war council had convened in the grand, opulent chamber just below the summit of the Fae Palace. It was a room I knew well—I’d been sentenced to die in that room, sentenced to rot in Starhold. Last I’d been in there before the throne, Jon had been dying, the both of us poisoned by Emissary, a servant of the Everlasting, and he had granted my reinstatement to the Knights so long as I destroyed the beast.

Destroy the beast, I had, and he had kept his word.

I wondered, in his heart of hearts, whether he ever expected this day to come. He’d exiled a lot of my supporters, imprisoned my grandfather (the only living relative I had, save Faraday himself), and quelled any talk of my ascension to the throne at the tip of a brutal sword. But had he honestly expected this day? I wondered, and wondered again.

“My god, that’s Declan Hale!” someone shouted as we exited the elevator banks.

Oblivion thrust my arm forward and a wave of force punched the guard across the room and straight through the heavy glass windows, enchanted glass, which killed the poor soul instantly, his ruin of a body broken and ragdoll falling to the city streets half a mile below.

Vrail and the half dozen Knights at my side formed a horseshoe ring around me, leaving my front exposed for me to work some dark fucking magic.

We stood two floors below the throne room, only accessible now through the white marble and spiral staircases on the centre of this floor. A squad of Knights—full blown Arbiters, judging from the epaulettes on their shoulders—drew their Infernal blades and advanced on us in a phalanx formation.

Familiar, I thought, and Oblivion scoffed. Even alone, Oblivion could have taken the Knights—even without Oblivion I, being one of the most battle-tested and strongest Knights in the order, would not have struggled too much.

But I was here with the power of an Elder God—Oblivion’s mantle alone, not to mention the mantle of power gifted from Astoria. I was, perhaps, again even without Oblivion, stronger than Faraday’s personal advisor, Fenton now, who until recently was considered the most powerful Knight to have ever lived, capable of shifting an ocean of Will light.

We’ll find out soon, I thought. Fenton was never too far from Jon Faraday. Personally, though it was a wild card Vrail had raised often to me—to Oblivion—that week, I didn’t think we had to worry.

Fifteen Arbiters against me and my squad. Oblivion took the forward group, raising my arms and twisting my fingers into complex and intricate patterns. Will-light blazed between my fingers, harsh white at first, darkening to reds and mirk-greens, the light of death, before shooting as focused beams of energy across the space.

But these were Knights Infernal, all of them old enough to have served in the Tome Wars, and they used their blades to effect—cutting through the oily light, severing the beams around them, diverting their course up into the ceiling, the windows, smashing chunks and shattering glass.

On the left and right flank, Vrail and the other loyal lieutenants engaged. Spells and enchantments flew thick and fast, the air grew hot and acrid with the scent of burnt copper, and men and women began to die.

I felt a surge of… not respect, not surprise… but something admirable from Oblivion as the Knights deflected his attack. Then he shrugged and moved faster than the eye could follow, even faster than my eyes inside my mind. I’d seen Dread Ash move like this, as fast as thought, and Oblivion covered the distance, stepping around Will-light that moved sluggishly compared to him, to break the lines of the enemy. My fellow Knights.

Time sped back up and Oblivion grasped the head of one of the Knights—a woman greying at the temple, fierce brown eyes, uniform of the honour guard, and simply clapped his/my hands together. Her head popped like a balloon between our palms, blood, brains and ichor spraying my enemies and allies alike.

“Jesus Christ,” breathed one of the enemy Knights and took a sharp, harsh step back.

“Wrong god,” Oblivion growled, and drove my fist through his chest, punching through muscle and bone as if it were paper. The Knight was dead before he hit the ground. Small comfort to think it would have come to this with or without Oblivion at the helm of my rebellion.

Oblivion plucked the poor bastard’s Infernal Blade—only able to be wielded by a Knight Infernal—from the air before he fell and spun, almost in dance, to drive it through the throat of the Knight behind him, who had almost managed to do the same to me.

Her blade fell instead, grazed my upper arm, took a thin slice out of my bicep.

I felt the edges of the pain, but Oblivion hissed as sharp black smoke rose from the wound. He wrenched himself away.

Knight’s bite repels the blight, I thought. A piece of an old poem, doggerel. Infernal Blades could wound the Everlasting. Wound, carve, but not kill.

Oblivion recovered and made short work of another four Knights. While Vrail and the others had fought to kill, too, none of them did so with the ferocity they thought I was showing.

Once the fight was over, twelve enemy Knights lay dead, three incapacitated and bound, and we had lost one of my lieutenants to wayward curse light.

I was drenched in blood.

I was home.

*~*~*~*

Time was short, so we didn’t stop for much of a headcount on our way up the wide marble staircase at the heart of the tower. We encountered shielding, booby-traps, but Oblivion’s sight—and therefore my sight—could actually see the hidden enchantments and curses, like laser tripwires, or a purple-red haze in the air.

As he moved at the head of assault group, he muttered and twisted my fingers into patterns, bones cracking and healing, cracking and healing, old magic (and here I didn’t know a better word, for it wasn’t Will light, but ancient incantation) that dispelled the traps and the energy barriers as we approached them, clearing a path.

Our ascent up the tower was not waylaid a moment by the myriad protections, placed over centuries, impregnable even during the Tome Wars. Vrail and the others gave me stern, startled glances under their battle-grim set jaws and hard eyes. What I was doing was beyond any of them, and they knew it.

One thing to want me on the throne, I thought. Another to see the reality.

“If we don’t win this,” Vrail breathed. “We’re all for the executioner’s block before sunset.” He laughed, high and clear, a sound I’d heard often during the Tome Wars. Sanity seeping somewhere silly.

A barrage of weapon’s fire met us in the corridor outside of the grand throne room. Oblivion dealt with it, turning the guns and staff weapons to liquid metal with gritted teeth around a bloody smile. The world took on a red haze and I knew if I looked in a mirror I’d see that my eyes had turned wholly crimson. Lord Oblivion with eyes of blood… He wisely kept from looking at Vrail and the others, keeping his cover intact, and slaughtered anyone who stood in his way—and some that didn’t, turning to flee as he approached and their nerve broke.

The doors into the throne room were sealed. Oblivion laughed, calmed down a touch, the red haze receded, and slammed his fist against the golden doors, which stood thirty feet tall. Some power in his hands made that knock echo like a thunderclap. Centuries of dust and cobwebs fell from the eaves and vaults high above.

Not by the hairs on his chinny, chin, chin, I thought. Beyond, I sensed Faraday and his men arming themselves, gearing up for the assault.

Oblivion sighed and took a step back. Power rushed down through my body as he raised his boot and slammed the heel into the doors.

A burst of shock and energy reverberated into the doors and they were flung open, wrenched from their hinges, broken and useless.

The ornate white chamber on the topmost floor of the Fae Palace, as vast as an ancient Roman pantheon, was cast in light from high arched windows amidst pristine pillars of marbled stone. Fancy as shit.

The Dragon Throne, in the guarded heart of the chamber, was made of black iron and set upon a crystal dais. Legend held that the throne was forged from the bones of an ancient dragon, an emissary of the violent Everlasting (which I now knew to be true), and sucked in daylight like a possessed shadow. A part of me, and not a small part, heard the seat whispering my name, as it had done ever since King Morrow named me his rightful successor in the final days of the Tome Wars.

The tiered stands at the edges of the throne chamber, marble, of course, in keeping with the opulence and the façade, rose up to the cheap seats and was, thankfully, empty. I had a feeling things were about to get messy. Messier.

King Jon Faraday sat on his throne surrounded by twenty Knights Infernal with their blades drawn. As expected, Arbiter and advisor to the king, Fenton Creed, commanded the guard. A psychopath of a man, gifted with the greatest natural talent for Will ever seen. Before Astoria’s mantle and Oblivion’s possession, that was. He was tall, rake-thin, and rather unintimidating at first glance. Also at second and third glance. But he possessed the strongest known Will in Forget. His frame belied the fact that he could incinerate legions with his mind. If it came down to a direct battle of Will with him, I would be wiped from existence, smashed like a fly.

“Declan,” Jon Faraday said. “Stop this. Now.”

Oblivion strode forward to face the strongest Will practitioners in the Story Thread as if he were going to stomp on some kittens. I felt Vrail and the others hesitate, only briefly, before joining him in his stride.

Power gathered. Like storm clouds or a flash flood, hoo-boy, did power gather.

Fenton stepped forward, smirking, and met Oblivion three quarters of the way across the chamber toward the Dragon Throne. He’d grown a moustache since last I’d seen him, thin and coiled like the rest of him, curled at the ends He looked absurd… confident.

I knew I was about to watch him die. I would have warned him, if I could.

Fenton smirked. “I’ve wanted to do this for over seven years,” he whispered. “Ever since you started making a name for yourself in the Tome Wars, you arrogant prick.”

Oblivion crossed my arms over my chest and raised an eyebrow. “You are the powerful one, yes?” He nodded to himself and then extended his arms, palms outwards. “You get one shot. Just one. Make it count. Though know this—if you take it and I survive, I will reciprocate in kind.”

Fenton blinked and stepped back. He frowned and then resolved that frown into grim certainty.

“I’m sorry, Declan,” Jon Faraday said from his throne, and he actually sounded like he meant it. I suppose we were family, if nothing else, and if this were the end we could own the truth.

Fenton stepped back again, on the defensive, and held his hands about six inches apart. He gathered power, a great deal of power, in a sphere of crackling green energy. Even from distance, even imprisoned in the back of my own mind, I could feel the heat and the menace coming off that orb—enough to blow up one of the damn moons circling the planet.

Vrail and the others stepped aside, wisely, and made to attack.

Oblivion waved them away with a warning glance and nodded, encouraged, Fenton’s attack.

You can’t beat them with strength, I thought, mostly to myself, because Oblivion wasn’t listening. You have to stand, be true, and hope with a great deal of luck…

Fenton unleashed his sphere of energy and it shot through the air faster than a bullet. The sphere struck me in the chest and exploded in a torrent of emerald-green fire that absorbed my entire body. The flames burnt, licked cool at my skin, but unlike attacks in the past, like the recent Infernal Blade that had sliced a chunk out of my bicep, Oblivion had had more than enough time to prepare for it.

He revelled in the shower of green flame, the energy cool and refreshing, and when the fire faded and the chamber came back into view, Fenton Creed staggered back as if struck a solid and true blow with a fist.

“How on earth—” he began, and then stopped himself and began to prepare another sphere to hurl.

Oblivion grinned. “My turn,” he said, and clicked my fingers. An invisible wave of energy rippled outwards, arced back inwards as it found the inside track, and focused on Fenton.

At the last moment, Fenton abandoned his attack and produced a shield to deflect the blow, his palm raised.

The shield was quick work, sloppy, but fuelled by the immense reservoir of strength within his mind. Like I said, he had access to more Will light than the next hundred Knights, including me, put together.

But Lord Oblivion had that much and more again, and aeons of ageless hate in which to perfect his talent. The blow that struck Fenton would have levelled a mountain.

But to his credit, Fenton weathered the blast. He wasn’t an Arbiter of the Knights Infernal just on power alone—that rank took talent, skill, true ability. His hand crumpled under the blast and the ends of his moustache were burnt away in the heat. He fell to his knees and blood poured from his mangled hand that had absorbed most of the energy and diverted it elsewhere. His eyes were wide, feared, and he swallowed hard.

Oblivion raised his hand again, a question hanging in the air.

Fenton buckled and did something I never expected. He hurled himself sideways into nothing, fleeing across the Story Thread—but untethered. Something all Knights were trained how to do, though always with an anchor, such as one of the worldly tomes—books made into real worlds.

Fenton ripped open a dark tear in the air directly to the Void. We’d all been guilty of that from time to time, but it was certain death for most. For me, I’d been cursed. Tia Moreau had suffered the same. And Tal, sweet Tal… so much the worse for her.

Fenton fled like a coward and Oblivion grunted.

Up on the Dragon Throne, surrounded by his dwindling guard, Jon Faraday paled as my eyes met his. He slumped back into his chair, knowing the jig was up, and then stood again and clenched his fists.

“So, a fight then.”

It was a short one.

Oblivion didn’t even participate, instead letting Vrail and my lieutenants do the dirty work. In a way, that was for the best, as they subdued where they could instead of killing. After two quick minutes, during which one mighty pillar in the eastern tiered seating fell with a crash, the marble along the ground dug deep with furrows and running with rivers of molten stone, the battle was over.

Vrail and the others wrestled Jon Faraday from the Dragon Throne and cleared a path for me.

Oblivion contemplated the dark iron chair, the only thing in the chamber that wasn’t pure and white, and then stepped up the dais to stand before it. He ran his hand just above the cold steel, the bones of the old dragon, and snorted.

All this struggle… over so petty a thing, he said. Why this is important to you, I’ll never fathom.

‘You’ve no right to sit in that throne,’ I said. ‘None.’

“And yet,” he whispered. “I’m going to do just yet. Unless you wish to barter Astoria’s grace? Surrender her power to me, Declan, and I’ll kill you now. I’ll take yon Vrail as my host, instead. He’s far prettier than you.”

I—and Vrail—were getting the short end of that deal. ‘Not a chance.’

Oblivion sighed. He turned to regard the chamber, looking around the space he had so cleverly and so quickly overtaken. I sensed his disgust. My brother and those Knights that had survived were on their knees before the throne, Vrail and the others standing watch.

Beyond the chamber, the sounds of Ascension City under siege and attack echoed across the landscape.

“Your grace,” Vrail said, and was the first to bow to me. “We’ll need to have you fitted for a crown.” He laughed that insane laugh again, and I thought perhaps the only allies I could count on were the insane.

Oblivion stepped down from the dais, leaving the throne for the moment, still unseated, and regarded them all.

“We should inform the city of your victory,” Vrail said, staring at me a touch nervously. “Declan? Do you hear me?”

Oblivion looked up, blinked, and nodded slowly. “See it done.”


CHAPTER NINE

THE RIGHTFUL KING OF THE KNIGHTS INFERNAL

‘Always read the fine print’

An hour later, the Fae Palace and the city was ours without further contest on Oblivion’s part, though my lieutenants and squads out in the city were kept rather busy—and would be for days and weeks to come, if my rebellion wasn’t to suffer an insurrection of its own. Putting Jon Faraday to death, publically, seemed to be the best possible salve for that burn.

But before death and ruin. Further death and ruin.

Vrail, once more proving his worth, hijacked the emergency communication system and used a handheld camera, like a mobile phone, to broadcast my face standing above Jon Faraday bound and defeated before the Dragon Throne, all across the city and to the garrisons on distant worlds. The fighting slowed and stopped across the greater quarters, small battles continued in other, outlying districts, but the message was clear.

The leadership had changed.

Get on board or die.

Declan Hale was king of the Knights Infernal now.

Or so everyone thought—apart from me, Tal, Tia, and Annie, no one in existence, no one who would help, knew I was possessed by Lord Oblivion, and for all that mattered, for all intents and purposes, the Knights Infernal had been defeated by their greatest enemies.

Not so long as I live, I thought. So long as I still fight, he hasn’t won a damn thing.

The lords and ladies, those that had fled into safe rooms, bunkers within the Fae Palace, and those that had fled across worlds during the assault on the tower, were recalled. Everyone of power and influence—ministers, secretaries, the royal court, the battalion leaders and commanders of the fleets—were brought to kneel before me in the grand chamber. And still, Oblivion hadn’t actually sat on the Dragon Throne. I wondered if he didn’t like its construction.

He had a servant bring him a stein of amber whisky, however, which he drank and sloshed as he commanded the rich and powerful. None of them argued, they were sycophants and survivors—and some, no doubt, loyal to Declan Hale, actual supporters of mine—and once they had sworn their allegiance they sat up in the tiered seating galleries surrounding the throne to watch the shit show unfold.

Jon Faraday watched all of this on his knees, his massive arms bound behind his back, his eyes blazing into every traitor, every soul, who so easily abandoned him.

All said and done, it was about seventy percent of the full court. The other thirty, if not already off world when the assault began, would either trickle back in and swear their loyalty, or had decided against returning—for fear of the beheading that would follow when they refused to respect the new king.

“That’s the last of them, your grace,” Vrail said. He’d cleaned himself up a little, wiped away most of the blood on his grizzled face.

Oblivion hadn’t even bothered. My hands and arms, my shirt, were crimson. I couldn’t see my face, but I got the feeling—based on the horrified looks of the lords and ladies that had sworn loyalty in frightened whispers—that I wore a mask of blood.

Oblivion nodded to Vrail and climbed the dais leading up to the throne. He turned and the court fell silent, he regarded Jon Faraday and the seven others who had fought to defend him. They all glared defiance, a look in their eyes of knowing death was just around the corner. Behind them stood the Knights who had led my assault on the Fae Palace, grim-faced but resolute. They knew what was coming, too.

Oblivion grinned and crossed my arms over my chest.

“Kill them,” the Everlasting said and stood resplendent before the Dragon Throne. He stood tall, proud, arrogant and eternal—every inch a king. “Take their heads from their necks and toss them from the ramparts.”

And then he sat upon the Dragon Throne, regal and straight-backed, arms on the rests, the most powerful being in the Story Thread, the strength of ages and the largest fleets of ships, the strongest armies, at his command.

The throne… growled.

And the seat shifted underneath him.

I felt a bolt of surprise, raw anger, and then a band of dark metal shot from a retractable recess in the arm of the chair and sealed itself around his wrist. A manacle of glittering black-glass, obsidian-like-stone, snapped into place around his/my arm, tight enough to hurt, to burn. Tendrils of acrid black smoke rose from beneath the manacle—like the score of an Infernal Blade.

Star iron, I had time to think before I was thrust forward in my mind, out of the brig, Oblivion howling past me in the void, shock and rage and hate, our roles once more reversed as they had been switched by Saturnia in the citadel.

I stumbled forward, back in control of my body, the enchanted manacle around my wrist granting some sort of… reprieve? Or honest to god dominance over the Everlasting? That should have been impossible, but then what had the Queen said to Alice: ‘Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.’

Funny what thoughts sprung to mind during the most dire of moments. For me, dire often made me think of a good book or two.

I didn’t have time to dwell. I was in control. I was me again, even if Oblivion was still in my head, pounding against the walls of the brig in shock, confusion, and rage.

“Stop!” I rasped, as the blades were set to fall on the necks of my brother and his advisors. My voice sounded tight, harsh, as if I hadn’t spoken in over a week. In a way, I hadn’t.

The air in the chamber seemed to gasp. In the tiered seating, the nobles of the city exchanged startled, worried glances. Here’s a mad king, they thought, upon his mad throne.

“Let’s not chop heads off today,” I decided, though thanks to Lord Fucking Oblivion I was now king upon the Dragon Throne, ruler of the Knights Infernal. I’d wanted this, yes, but not this way.

My mind raced, looking for answers, desperate to make the right move. Beset on all sides. Oblivion hurled himself against the walls of the brig, a storm of hate and power, thrashing against the walls of the prison in my mind.

RELEASE ME!

“Take them to the…” Already a headache was brewing. HALE! The star iron manacle, the magical little band that had restored my control, was frost-cold against my skin. Biting and burning. Which was far better than Oblivion being in control. Less painful on many fronts. I cleared my throat. “Take them to the secured quarters, hold them as imprisoned… guests of the Fae Palace, and then bring me some painkillers. Prescription stuff, please. Let’s not pretend otherwise here.”

King Faraday, my brother, glared at me. Of all he had expected, this wasn’t part of the plan. His arms tensed, bulging with muscle. “Are you well, brother?” he asked, spite and hate. He glared at the star iron manacle twisted around my wrist. Like me, he was lost. He had sat on this throne for half a decade and more, and the first time I sat something unexpected happened. That had to irk. “Does the throne suit you ill?”

“I didn’t want this, Jon, not like this,” I said. “One of the Everlasting possessed my mind. He’s in there right now, howling. It was Lord Oblivion who took your throne, not me.” That got some tongues wagging up in the cheap seats. “I have the Everlasting under control… for now.”

Faraday scoffed. “If that is true, then hurl yourself into the nearest black hole and be done with it.”

“Oh don’t tempt me…” I muttered, thoughts still racing. I glanced at the guards, the Knights loyal to me, that had, in every sense of the word, committed treason for me—for Declan Hale. If I fled now, abandoned the throne, they would be purged.

“Vrail,” I said, his face a stony mask of confusion. He believed me. “My friend. See them safely to the secured quarters. Give them every courtesy. I’ll explain once your return.”

That didn’t sound right. Kings didn’t explain, did they? They commanded.

“Your grace,” Vrail said formerly, and not one part of me enjoyed the title, the royal honorific. He found half a grin—troubled, distant, terrified. The man had a family, after all. “Bit of a shit show, eh, Declan?”

I had to laugh. Heavy is the head that wears the crown. “I may have fucked us all, mate,” I said. “Time will tell.”

Vrail scratched his chin and nodded once. “Mondays, am I right?” He took command of the execution party. “Right, my lords and ladies, I suppose you still are, let’s see you to your quarters.”

My brother and his advisors, those loyalist and stalwart to him now that Fenton Creed had fled (and wasn’t that going to be trouble down the line), were led from the opulent chamber. I endured the glares, the unspoken death threats in their eyes, as I had always endured such things—with the weary indifference of the constant survivor. Kill me, if you can, but don’t waste my time.

As the hundreds of nobles, the Knights and the lordly, the merchants, ministers, and advisors—all my subjects, I reminded myself, which right then was the last thing I needed—looked on in utter silence, I held my head in my hands and sat forward in the throne. Elbows on my knees, rubbing at my face, peeling away the mask of blood in dark flakes.

I felt like eight pounds of shit in a five pound bag. Such was my first hangover in over a year. Oblivion had been hitting the sauce hard. Shadowman had seen that first. I could still taste the scotch in the goblet he’d dropped in his panic as the star iron manacle closed around my wrist.

After a long moment, I sat up again and investigated the receptacle in the arm of the throne that had sprung forth the band of redeeming star iron. Mighty curious, that, almost a little too convenient.

I didn’t know what to expect, but I wasn’t surprised when I found a folded piece of preserved parchment in the base of the receptacle, sealed in enchanted wax—with the crest of the Knights Infernal mashed into the wax. I hesitated just a moment before breaking the seal, weighed the slip of parchment in my hands, wondered on the future, the past, and all that was in between.

I broke the seal and unfolded the missive.

Declan,

You’ll thank me for this one day, even though it’s going to hurt a lot over the next few days. Fuck, pal, is it going to hurt.

But remember, when you meet him, he’s just as scared as you are.

With love from my past—from your future,

Declan Hale

King of the Knights Infernal, Guardian of the Story Thread, Slayer of the Everlasting, Bearer of Astoria’s Mantle, the First of His Name (you won’t believe the Game of Thrones finale, mate), Moon Volleyball Champion, Runner-Up in the 1kg Burrito Challenge, Bit of an Unlikeable Asshole.

 

I blinked. Read the note again, recognised my own handwriting, and then crumpled the paper in my fist. Time travel, I thought. Fucking time travel. And why the hell hadn’t my future self been a little more specific? A little more helpful on what I needed to be doing over the next few days? Already I was lost, but then… Unseen rules, most likely, know too much and risk the future. I’m sure he… me. I’m sure I had my reasons.

The time-travel path through the Void, which I had forged accidentally with the Roseblade in the ruins of Atlantis, a path that spanned not only impossible distances but time itself, was still open. I could traverse the path as I pleased, back and forth ten thousand years’ of time and here in my proper stream, the clock still ticking inexorably forward. I was unbound from time, in a way, but seconds still became minutes, became wasted hours and fast-forgotten days. Though having ten thousand years to play around in was a significant advantage.

One of the few I had over the Everlasting.

And, it seemed, as I gazed down at the star iron bracelet around my wrist, an advantage I leveraged well. I wondered how long it would be before I messed it up. As I was now, this current day and this current age, I had no clue how to subdue an Everlasting’s influence. Star iron could hurt them, Infernal blades (something gifted to every Knight Infernal on their graduation) could wound them, and a concentrated petal from the Infernal Clock of celestial illusion direct to the heart could kill them. Valuable, dangerous knowledge to have.

Oblivion had fallen silent, but I still felt him there, no longer forcing the walls of his cell but testing for the weak points, scheming and plotting. He was a tight nest of anger in the back of my mind. I pictured him as a cancerous brain tumour the size of a tennis ball and getting larger.

Did I doubt he would find a way out?

Did I believe that the band of star iron would hold him indefinitely?

Of course not.

The clock was already counting down. I had an empire to rule, at least two gods to slay, when Dusk returned with his ships, unrest to subdue, wars to fight, and I had to do it all before Oblivion regained control of my mind and sent me screaming into an abyss from which I would never recover.

And what’s Dusk going to do when he returns with the Peace Arsenal?

‘Raze this world,’ Oblivion promised, his voice low, certain, a guarantee.

War, then. So be it. I was good at war.

*~*~*~*

Dozens of responsibilities and problems demanded my attention, but one more than any other an hour after regaining control of my body. Oblivion pressed, pressed so hard, but I had him trapped for now.

So with a to-do list a mile long, I entered my half-brother’s apartment, the most elegant of prison cells (certainly the apartment beat the imagined brig in the back of one’s own mind), with windows overlooking the many parks and gardens surrounding the Fae Palace, and the city itself beyond—which perhaps served as harsh reminder of everything he had lost that day, and so easily, too. Faraday—Jon—had a cell of comfortable couches, television and screen interfaces, hundreds of books, hidden and cosy nooks—as well as the staff and stewards of the palace on call.

No one was allowed in the room but me, though. I’d ordered that fairly swiftly, not being entirely bereft of a sense of self-preservation, despite appearances to the contrary.

A decanter of red wine sat on the dining table, barely touched. That was a… good sign, I supposed, though Jon had never had issues with the booze like me. It didn’t run in his side of the family.

As far as prisons went, it could be worse. I could have thrown him in Starhold—the orbital prison platform circling the planet. He’d thrown my grandfather in that awful place, which held the worst of the Knights’ prisoners, after the Tome Wars for supporting me, and he had tried to have me shipped there after I broke my exile. Eye for an eye, perhaps, because that never backfired.

“Now, Jon,” I said, when he stood from the dining table, shafts of sunlight playing across his face, sparking in his eyes, and crossed his massive bear arms over his chest. He wore just his leather trousers, his body slick with sweat. He’d been working out—always looking for that edge, that extra kick. “We’ve got ourselves quite the pickle here, don’t we?”

“Kill me,” he said. “You almost had my head in the throne room. You or the madness you claim is in your mind, what’s the difference? Why prolong the insult? Do not mince words, do not draw this out longer than necessary, Hale. For as long as I breathe, I will strive to reclaim my throne.”

I leaned against one of the bookshelves, keeping ample distance between me and him. I’d been in a few fights, a few scraps, you might say, and even with the royal retinue, my guard of Arbiters at my back, I could read the look in Jon Faraday’s eye. If I came close enough, he’d snap my neck and die laughing.

This wasn’t about Ascension City, the Dragon Throne, this was sibling rivalry at its ugliest. And, now, I had the better toys.

We could have thrown down—thrown our power against one another. He wasn’t shielded, or manacled against accessing his Will. But he was savvy, and knew I would win such a contest. Even before seeing me defeat Fenton, before Astoria’s mantle of power, I could have taken him. And he knew it.

“We can find a happier middle ground here,” I said, “than death and ruin. Not much profit in that, is there?”

“Am I speaking to Declan Hale, my half-brother and once Arbiter of the Knights Infernal, the Hero of the Tome Wars, or am I speaking to the parasite that has infested him?”

I waved the star iron manacle at him. Already, sharp lines had developed in the glass-like stone. The Everlasting setting his will against the complex and intricate enchantment. “A trap was set for Oblivion. He’s contained, for now. But we don’t have much time. Less than I think, most likely.” I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. I felt like I’d been awake for a week. I’d been awake longer, trapped without a body. “I didn’t want the throne, Jon. Well, not like this.”

“Spare me. It’s done, you have the city. How many died for your ambition?”

Enough. The reports were still filtering in on that. Some hundreds fallen at last count. “As I said, I didn’t want this. I would have quite happily kept hiding on True Earth—”

Jon snorted. “This was coming, one day, sooner or later. We both knew it. Despite my best efforts, despite your rampant disregard for morality and the edicts that govern the Knights Infernal, you remained in the hearts and minds of too many. Here and on a hundred thousand other worlds.” He shook his head and laughed—a sound which rang a touch mad. Vrail’s avarice was catching. Or was I Patient Zero? “That I didn’t kill you when I had the chance, I do not know.”

I licked my lips and held my tongue.

“It wasn’t out of any sense of family, or respect for you,” Jon said and stroked at his chin, honestly giving the matter his consideration. “Though I do respect you, despite everything. Your resolve. It is… alien. The strongest will, the best of humanity. That’s what you could have been. Perhaps I spared you because some part of me, the scared, doubtful part, knew that the Story Thread would need you one day. That the Everlasting were real, and loosed in the night, and for some absurd reason the universe has set you in their path. Chose you to nip at their heels.”

“I didn’t want that, either,” I whispered. “To stand against them, often alone. Who the hell would?”

In that, Jon conceded the point and nodded slowly. “You ask too much of yourself, to stand alone against such cruelty and hate.”

“And yet here I stand. Even when I run, I fall ass-backwards into one of their plots. Not fate, Jon, not purpose, but puppet strings of my own making. In too deep, gotta keep swimming, that horseshit, you know.” I glanced at the star iron manacle. Future Declan’s problem.

“For how much longer? They’ve killed you once, broken your mind, and now. The dye is cast. Once… Lord Oblivion… resumes command of your body, we’re all for the rope. You’re being ground down and away, brother. Perhaps I won’t need to kill you, perhaps all I need do is wait and you’ll vacate the Dragon Throne through your own mad greed.”

Former king of the Knights Infernal Jon Faraday grunted and then relaxed, uncrossed his arms, and sat back down at the table. He looked smaller, somehow, though no less dangerous, not really.

“I warned you for years about the Everlasting,” I said. “You did nothing.”

“Ah, no,” Faraday said. “You didn’t warn, you threatened. You broke exile, stole ancient relics, unleashed the Lost City of Atlantis against the Story Thread, along with all the hidden and dangerous magicks and power in that blasted ruin. You released some of the Everlasting, you constantly attract their ire, their resolve to destroy us. You were not warning us of the Everlasting’s return, Hale—you were their loudest herald, borne on wings of prophecy and doom.”

My turn to give his words due consideration, and I found them true, for the most part. Hell, true in whole. I’d won as much as I’d lost, though. Dread Ash alone was worth the years of upheaval and the swaths of the Story Thread plunged back into war. Or was I so wrapped up in my vendetta, my universe-ending schemes, that I’d strayed so far from the light as to be wholly in shadow? Shadowless, in truth, but not because of the corrupted demon wearing my face.

“I came to ask you something,” I said.

Jon waved me away and turned his attention to the decanter of red wine. “I know what you want. You want me to debase myself, to humiliate me, and take what little pride your rebellion left me. I won’t do it.”

“Now who’s letting people die in the streets?” I sighed. “Support me, publically. A show of united strength, a true alliance—the Knights Infernal against the Everlasting. Not Declan Hale against Jon Faraday.” I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Jon, brother, I am looking for a reason not to kill you. Please give me one.”

“You are Everlasting,” Jon snapped. “And you sit upon the Dragon Throne. We’re already lost. No. I refuse. You started this, brother. You can finish it.”


THE SECOND INCONVENIENT FUNERAL

A lot of stories present this promise. This… sort of contract with the reader, that no matter how dark or weary things get, things will be okay in the end. The dark lord will be defeated, the ring will be destroyed, and that sordid tower will fall. Everything will be beautiful and nothing will hurt. I think I stole that last sentence from somewhere, but the river of amber liquid has burst its banks tonight, and I’m far past remembering where those words belong.

I sense that you are not amused. We’ve only so many nights for dancin’, Lara. With you, I feel like I have everything.

Without you, oblivion.

~ Billy St. Claire


CHAPTER TEN

WAITING TO BE TAKEN

‘I don’t even think of you that often’

Half a day after my brother and I had reached our impasse, our diabolical gridlock, unlikely to be resolved this side of the veil, and not even a single day since I’d seized the Dragon Throne, my recent past—all the sordid mistakes—caught up with me quite spectacularly. I was beginning to regret ever coveting that ancient seat of power in Ascension City.

Well, done was done, and since Oblivion had saved me the trouble of claiming it, I was confronted for my sins by one of the bravest people I’ve ever known. Someone I’d missed terribly over the last year of adventures.

In the throne room as the afternoon sun failed toward the west, almost slumped on the Dragon Throne under my stress and fatigue, as I listened to the bureaucracy of the kingdom, heard reports of the Knights fighting Knights all across the city and the worlds beyond, those subdued and those on the run, the outer garrisons at the distant ends of the Story Thread which had openly rebelled, or turned on one another, as word spread of my… ascension in Ascension. For the most part, the worlds kept on turning, content to consider me hero or villain, so long as I left them to their bread and circuses, but I’d had to deploy the legions of the Cascade Fleet to subdue the chaos and keep the peace.

Which was a bother—as I had other plans for that fleet. Grander, more everlasting plans.

Hell of a first day.

Again, I’d never wanted any of this—not like this, anyway, but even those words had begun to ring hollow in my mind. I had wanted the Dragon Throne, one day and in some way. It should have been mine after the Tome Wars. For that alone, I was a fool. The Everlasting, if anything, had achieved my wants in a far less bloody coup than I could have done on my own.

‘You’re welcome,’ Oblivion growled. ‘Lord Hallowed Dusk will return and end you, boy.’

“Are we back to boy now?” I said. “Still not willing to concede I may be a few steps ahead of you, eh? Even if I don’t know it myself.” I rattled the star iron manacle, a gift from my future self, hoping to also rattle the elder god.

Oblivion said nothing.

My Secretary of War, one of about thirty such men and women eager to have the ear of the new king, stopped mid-speech and looked at my curiously, a little fearfully, at the heart of that vast and opulent chamber atop of the Fae Palace.

It wasn’t so long ago that I’d been responsible for the Degradation, which had made the foundation of new worlds, written in worldly tomes, impossible—temporarily stalled the grinding of the ancient gears that kept creation spinning. I was the Shadowless Arbiter, I dealt with beings and powers beyond imagining. The truth was often eclipsed by the rumours surrounding me, and the truth was terrifying enough. In a word, I was everything the Knights Infernal should be. If nothing else, if my reign on the throne lasted a day or a century, I would ensure we got our heads out of our asses and back in the game.

Again, the lords and ladies in the seating around the perimeter of the chamber were deathly silent. Here is our new king, their faces said, talking to himself. He’s mad, they say, I hear he converses with invisible demons in his head. The Everlasting, he claims, like in the nursery rhymes. Yes, yes. We’re doomed.

“Sorry,” I said and immediately regretted the apology. Kings didn’t apologise. Did they? “Let’s hear the rest, Secretary…?”

He cleared his throat and straightened the collar on his fine silk and scholarly robe. Dressed in his Sunday best to impress the new, big swingin’ dick in town. “Briarwood, your grace.”

“Secretary Briarwood, let’s hear the rest.”

“Yes, your grace.” He returned his eyes to the tablet slate in his hands. From the dais under my throne, I watched him stand alone with the eyes of hundreds on him. If nothing else, I admired his courage. Half my advisors hadn’t come into work that afternoon. I doubted I’d see them anytime soon. “Three hundred and forty-seven captains are assumed to have mutinied during your… transfer of power. Their vessel transponders have been deactivated, and those crew members who refused the mutiny were left abandoned on distant worlds, if not slaughtered in the upheaval. We estimate thirty-three hundred Sentinel Knights or higher, some six hundred and twelve full Arbiters, in open rebellion aboard those ships. Renegades, your grace.”

I nodded. New Renegades. Had I reignited the Tome Wars, as well? So be it. One of the only decent things I’d done with my life was end the Tome Wars. Had even that been taken away? More ships than I’d thought in open rebellion, but it was still less than dire. We were still in control, despite those sordid, reminiscent appearances to the contrary.

‘The Peace Arsenal on the distant arm of the Story Thread outnumbers your paltry ships a hundred to one,’ Oblivion growled. ‘A thousand to one. We are coming for you, Declan Hale. Dusk will hold you to account.’

“How many ships, right now, in my command?” I asked. “If I wanted to attack, say, a vast orbital citadel, several miles across—protected by unknown and archaic magic, and possibly half a dozen Everlasting elder gods. If I wanted to ignite the stars around such a place, Secretary Briarwood, how much of the Cascade Fleet would I have at my back?”

The secretary swallowed hard and his hands shook. “Do you intend…?” He caught himself. “The Cascade Fleet stands at seventy-four percent readiness, your grace. Some four thousand battle-ready ships. The support fleet would need to be expanded, a matter of some weeks, if you are intending to launch a campaign on this… citadel. On this scale.”

I shook my head and kept an ear cocked for Oblivion. Did I hear him laughing a ‘ways back in my mind there? Or was I mad in truth, in some small way? Probably a little from both columns there. And as for the support fleet… I’d done without much support in the past.

“Just seeing what cards I hold, Secretary Briarwood…” I muttered. “An ace in the hole, perhaps. Dealer still stands on seventeen, right?”

The star iron manacle on my wrist, the only thing imprisoning the Everlasting, had a nice spider web of cracks running through it now. After only half a day. Thin, thankfully, and nothing across the surface. The stone-glass was flawed—the device was certainly flawed—I couldn’t pretend otherwise. And in the half a day I’d been wearing it, I estimated at the current rate of decay… five days? A week before Oblivion regained control? No, that was just me being hopeful. It would be less. I had to plan for… two days at the most. Even that felt more like hope than fact.

Earlier that day, I’d had the most respected and learned enchanters in the Fae Palace investigate the manacle as it sat on my wrist. One of them suggested it would need to be removed for further study, and I near pissed myself laughing at the explanation and horror that would need. Still, the enchanters had wanted to impress me, work out its secrets, but not a one of them could speak to its creation. The layered and intricate web of spells on the band were deeper than anything they had ever conceived or thought possible.

“A thousand Knights working together for a thousand years couldn’t hope to produce something so… delicate, your grace,” the Chief Enchantress had said. “Where in the Story Thread did you find such a thing?”

“Just upstairs,” I sighed, and thanked them for their time. Which I didn’t think was very kingly, either. Their time was meant to be my time. That was the point, wasn’t it? It didn’t matter. I was already a mad king.

I either had to find a way to expel or destroy Oblivion in the few days I had left, or use my new position to do as much damage to the Everlasting as possible before he reclaimed my body and, this time, made sure I didn’t have any breathing room to fuck with him.

If it came down to the wire, as these things are wont to do—we’re nothing if not thematic, the guardians of a good narrative—then I’d take Jon’s advice and hurl myself into the nearest collapsed star. A good death.

It probably wouldn’t destroy Oblivion, knowing my luck, but it would fuck up his day considerably. And that’s where I was happiest—ruining peoples (and gods) days.

“Right, thanks for the report, mate,” I said to Briarwood. “Which one of you deer-in-the-headlights is next?”

The row of advisors just off to the side of the throne, seated at a long white marble table, sat about thirty men and women—all of them Knights, as advisors and secretaries to the king had to be—exchanged startled glances.

“Come along now, I’m not known to bite.”

Eventually, a tall man stepped around the table to stand in front of the throne. Briarwood excused himself with a low bow and sat back down, trying to hide what was eminent relief. Damn, I really did scare them.

“Arbiter Cosgrove, Minister for the Unfound, your grace,” the tall man said and bowed. He had a sharp face, his salt and pepper hair short back and sides, and wheat-pale skin.

The unfound were the children of the Story Thread, particularly on True Earth, that had the potential to be trained as Knights Infernal. To join our ranks. To protect the Story Thread. Fresh meat for the grinder for the wars to come. My wars now, I thought with some reluctance. It’s all mine, the fate of the knights—whether we rise or fall. I’d been scooped up by the unfound in my youth, blessing and curse for all involved. My father, Walter Hale, a man long dead, had been so proud. His own son, strong enough to be a Knight! I wondered what he would think of me and the bloody life I’d led now. Probably better he was dead.

“The Infernal Academy continues to operate despite the recent… upheaval,” Cosgrove said. “I advised your predecessor on the need to increase recruitment, but given the funds required to expand the academy my request was not viewed favour—”

I held up a hand and cut him off. And then I chuckled. “I like you, mate. Already angling. Top stuff. Approved—triple the recruitment. I want as many kids in the academy as you can find. Any of them capable of sparking their Will, get them in and get them uniformed. War is a ‘coming.” Oblivion’s taunt about the number of ships in the Peace Arsenal bothered me. I addressed the long, lordly table of advisors. “And which one of you is responsible for the starship factories? Manufacturing and maintenance? Well?”

A severe woman with a grey bun of hair stood at the table. “Secretary of Defence Faron, your grace.”

“Ships,” I said. “Start building ships. We’re going to need them. Found new factories, take whatever you need from the treasury, but get those ships under construction. Now. Today.”

She blinked and bristled with a hundred questions.

I answered the unspoken but important ones. “I don’t care for the cost—empty the treasuries, write a few worlds full of resources into existence—we’re at war with the Everlasting, you hear.” And so started the muttering again, the scared glances. They didn’t believe, even though that morning one of the Everlasting had taken over their city.

I didn’t know which was worse—that they thought me as bloodthirsty as Oblivion had been in his rebellion, or that they did not believe in the threat presented by the Everlasting.

I stood from the throne and addressed the chamber at large. “Hear me, all of you, and record what you hear. I want my face on every screen throughout Ascension City and our worlds before sundown. The Knights Infernal are at war. We are at war against the Everlasting, against the Elder Gods who seek to destroy us. And make no mistake, ladies and gentlemen, my lords and ladies, they are real, they are here, now, among us. All of our resources, every able Knight, is to be called into service.”

I slammed my fists together and let the sound echo on the edge of a bolt of Will light, just a trickle to get the point across and make them all sit up a little straighter.

“I did not unseat Jon Faraday or plunge our kingdoms into chaos for shits and giggles, so you hear me well. I am here to begin a campaign. We are at war.”

As I spoke, someone slipped into the back of the chamber through the vast vaulted and golden doors that hung broken on their hinges from the assault. Only a Knight could move so unmolested into this space, come so close before the Dragon Throne, and Knight she was.

My heart fled me, all my bluster failed, as she strolled not to the expected tiered seating or the viewing boxes, but directly across the hall—the heels of her boots clicking against the marble floors like the tick of a clock counting down toward something dire.

“War, is it?” she said, and her voice carried well across the chamber. The anger, the spite, too. “That did not take you long, Declan. No, not at all.”

My royal guard, Vrail and his well-chosen lieutenants, stepped forward from either side of the throne. I waved them back—delicately, so as not to offend men and women who had fought and died for me, knowing the cost of failure would be certain exile and, more likely, death.

As she drew closer, her auburn-red hair hanging over her shoulders in gentle waves, her eyes raw with tears both angry and sad, I stepped down from the dais. My secretaries all stepped away, leaving me and her alone before the height and weight of the Dragon Throne. That dark seat loomed over us like a speaking demon.

I stood a head taller than Sophie Levy, Tal’s sister, but felt so much smaller.

I’d done both Levy sisters more than their fair share of disservice over the years, and now Sophie, poor Sophie, something truly awful.

She was in love with Ethan Reilly, my wayward apprentice. Oblivion had torn Ethan’s head from his neck as he seized control of my body at the start of this whole mess. The latest chapter. Tal and Annie had fled across the Story Thread, along with Vale Tylia, knowing full well they didn’t stand a chance against Oblivion. I held a sneaking suspicion now that they had fled to Sophie, which made sense, and who last I heard had been studying her Will abilities at the Infernal Academy.

“All this time, all the years in exile, and you just take the throne inside an hour,” she said and slapped me across the face.

The slap echoed across the chamber, up into the high arched ceilings, out across the tiered seating where it mingled with the gasps of the lords and ladies.

“Why all the moping about on True Earth in that bookshop? Why all the drinking, you son of a bitch?”

“Sentinel,” I said to the royal knight over my left shoulder. “Your sword.”

The man handed me his blade, a curved rapier, infinitely sharp, etched with runes and enchantments. It was a proper Infernal blade, capable of so much… cruelty. One of these could give an Everlasting pause. The metal burned them, hurt them. In a very real way, I was part Everlasting with the cancerous weight of Oblivion in the back of my mind, though still human enough to not want my head chopped off.

So I fell to my knees before Sophie and held the sword out to her.

She took it by the hilt, masking her surprise, and I raised my head, offering her my throat. You could have heard a pin drop from a mile away at that moment.

Sophie levelled the blade against my neck, drew a thin line of blood on its razor edge, her face a conflicted snarl. Smoke rose in sharp, acrid curls from the cut. Oblivion’s essence. For a moment, just a red, desperate moment, I was certain she would do it—take my head—but then her face crumpled. Tears rolled down her cheeks in awful rivulets.

“Shit,” Sophie said. “It is you, isn’t it?”

I nodded. “It’s me, ‘Phie.”

“You expelled Oblivion?”

“No, but I’ve got him on lockdown… for now.”

She sighed. “How long do we have?”

“Not long—days, at the most.”

“Shit,” she said again.

I stood carefully and took the sword from her hands and handed the blade back to the Sentinel Knight. Then I embraced Sophie Levy, hugged her gently, and she cried into the nook below my shoulder for a good minute or two as the lords and ladies, the nobles of Ascension City, watched on.

“You came,” I said, “even though you knew Oblivion was here. Even though you knew it was all but certain he had me in his thrall. Still, you came.”

“Both of you had a lot to answer for,” she whispered. “Answer to me for.”

“He would have killed you, ‘Phie.” I took a deep, shuddering breath. “But damn if it isn’t good to see you. Apart from Vrail here, I’m rather on my own.” I lowered my voice. “Out of my depth. Are Tal and Annie safe? Don’t tell me where they are. If I hear it, then…”

“The Everlasting hears it. They’re safe. They don’t know I came here. Though they may by now.” She considered. “Tal may come, too, now. Annie is busy, though. What are we going to do, Declan?”

Despite my fear for their lives, and Tal being so close to Oblivion again, I felt my heart warm a little at that. I wanted my friends and allies around me. I didn’t want to face what was to come alone.

“Make them regret ever fucking with us,” I said and Sophie’s face settled into the grim certainty of the resolved.

“Good,” she whispered. “For Ethan.”

I addressed the chamber at large again. “You hear that? Years you left me in exile, years I fought your wars and your battles alone, while you hated and feared me, pretended I didn’t exist unless you needed saving. You’d still be fighting the Tome Wars, that mad bastard Morpheus Renegade, if not for me—if not for my allies, such as Sophie Levy here. All of you, all you cowards, it’s time to step off the bench and be held to an accounting.”

I reclaimed the Dragon Throne and sat down tall, domineering—for the first time that day, I sat as a king and meant it. “When they ask you for a way out, when the worlds balk at my war, recoil at my rule and my demands, tell them this: We will make them regret ever fucking with us. The Everlasting no more. This is the command of your king.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

KING DECLAN THE COWARD

‘Ageless and alone, he stepped into exile’

Later that night, as I considered getting a few hours of sleep—I had been awake for days, weeks, if you counted the time spent as prisoner in my own mind. The toll that was taking should have long since driven me mad, but we’d crossed the borders of that territory long before now. As best as I could judge, only the day I had been back in control since the manacle closed around my wrist on the Dragon Throne, counted toward my physical fatigue.

Mental and emotional fatigue was another matter entirely, but I’d been running on fumes there for years anyway.

So I’d been awake a day.

In my grand and royal quarters, I sat reading a tablet slate device full of intelligence reports, or lack thereof, resource distribution, and the escalation to war footing I had ordered only a few short hours ago. Such an escalation sapped so many resources so swiftly I had no idea how the Tome Wars had been fought and funded for a hundred damn years.

Need’s must, I suppose.

I sat alone. I had wanted the peace and quiet. Well, save for Oblivion, who spat hate at me, whispered dire prophecy, shared images of the future and pain I could expect once he was back in control, and who read all the reports alongside me, unfortunately. If, when, he regained control, he’d have all the knowledge he needed to send the Peace Arsenal against the Cascade Fleet. Which added not just my life in the balance, but that of the hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children—teenagers fresh out of the academy—on those ships. It meant the cost was real, as real as it gets, and I couldn’t lose. I had to beat him, expel him, before our time together drew to a close… one way or another.

As if to emphasise that point, the star iron manacle chimed as a crack breached the surface. A piece of the stone-glass fell away, a sliver about the size of a match stick, and shattered against the floor.

The manacle felt even more brittle for it, and Oblivion stirred in the back of my mind like a snake of oil and smoke.

I needed to move.

To act.

Enemies on all sides, enemies within, and me with an empire at my command that, in a few days, I would be powerless to stop Oblivion obliterating or using to his dark ends, as was his original intention before Future Declan had thrown a star iron wrench in the works. Once again, the stakes had been raised, the world was about to end and needed saving. I was back against the wall, but luckily that’s where I thrived.

A gentle knock on my chamber doors felt familiar, for some strange reason, though it took me a moment to realise why. Then I smiled. I had expected that knock, and given the guards on duty a whitelist of people—only a handful—allowed in to see me that night, should they show up at the palace begging for an audience.

The doors swung open on silent hinges and Tal Levy entered my quarters.

She entered in boots and jeans, a white blouse, stepped across the fine rugs and carpets above hardwood floors, around the fancy sofas and couches, glanced up at the crystal chandeliers and out of the open windows at the glittering silver towers of Ascension City. She stepped around the long mahogany table, to my side of the table, and I caught the scent of strawberries and fresh rainfall—a scent that was wholly Tal, that made me feel like I was sixteen years old again and more nervous around her than any god or demon since.

I leaned back from the table, sat tall in my chair, pretended it was a throne, and Tal chose to sit on my lap, swinging her legs up and around over mine and the arm of the chair. She placed her arms around my neck and I rested one of my hands on her knee, the other on her lower back.

We’d sat like this for hours in the past, back before… before.

Tal gave me a hug and sighed, her breath warm, scented with red wine, intoxicating, against my neck. I failed to suppress a shiver.

Our history could best be described as romantically horrific. We had been lovers at the Infernal Academy, doomed beyond and into the Tome Wars. I had considered her the love of my life. I had seen her fall in the ruins of Atlantis to Oblivion unleashed, becoming his host—as I was now—for the next six years. The torments and horrors she endured in that time, horrors Oblivion played on fast forward in my mind right then—a creature of malice and spite, a paltry god—were abhorrent. I had saved her, unleashed the Peace Arsenal, which was now poised to destroy us all, to spare Tal another moment in the Everlasting’s grasp.

We had spent a year together, a friendly year, getting to know one another free of the Everlasting in Atlantis, ten thousand years in the past, at the Vale Celestia, the Atlantean training academy. There I had also met Emily Grace again, alive and young, and Dread Ash. Scarred Axis, and a few others, I’m sure, had crashed that party. Atlantis, even ten thousand years ago, hadn’t been a vacation, but it had been a chance for Tal and me to breathe after long years of hurt and war. And, in my case, scotch.

Tal had sacrificed herself again, because history rhymes and doesn’t play fair, and spent ten thousand years, the slow way round, imprisoned with Dread Ash in a cell made of celestial illusion deep in the caverns of the Swiss Alps. I had freed her last week, we had killed Dread Ash using the petal of protection in my heart, now in Tal’s heart, and thus this whole mess now.

Even when I win, I thought, a familiar thought, I lose.

Her burnished gold hair was tied in a loose ponytail over one shoulder, the scent of peaches, and her gentle green eyes beheld me with the tried and tested infinite sadness that was our relationship summed up in a glance.

“Remember when we were kids,” Tal whispered, leaning her head against my shoulder, “all the hopes and dreams we had. We were going to be so brave, so clever, fight in the Tome Wars, never get old and never die.”

“We’re still here,” I said.

“So many of our friends are not.”

“Tia Moreau lives, as does Marcus, though he betrayed me. Aaron and a few others…”

“A handful out of hundreds, and none of us unscarred or whole.” She sighed. “You most of all.”

“Oh, I’m fine,” I lied, because bravado was easier than tears, hurt less than despair.

I’d despaired in the past, drank myself well and truly into oblivion, and such weakness got me nothing but problems. I had to be better than despair, than the booze.

“Declan Hale, King of the Knights Infernal,” Tal said. “Fifteen years ago, when we met as children, I did not see this coming.”

“We had a lot less worries back then.” I paused. “Though it didn’t feel like it at the time. I remember doing everything I could to try and impress you. Any excuse to spend time with you.”

I felt Tal smile sadly against my shoulder, felt the weight of her sadness. It was a part of her as beautiful, as certain, as her lovely eyes, her peachy hair. “Did we worry less? I don’t remember.”

“What am I going to do, Tal?”

“How are you different, Declan?” she asked. “I fought against Oblivion for years and couldn’t break his hold. You’re slave to that monster a few days and you overcome him. How? Why are you so special? Always so different. The rules never apply to you…”

I held up the star iron manacle, cracked and getting worse. “This holds him at bay. I don’t know how, or why, yet, but I don’t have long. It’s breaking down, you see the damage? A few days, at best.” I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Time enough to say goodbye, I suppose. You need to run, you and Sophie both, find some deep and peaceful corner of the Story Thread a million universes from here and never come back to the inner worlds.”

Tal shrugged. Her tears were warm against my neck, just like her breath. “You’ll find a way through,” she said. “You always do.”

“I’m not so sure, this time.”

Tal slapped my chest, over my heart, gently, then slipped her hand into my shirt and rested her palm against my skin. Comfy and getting comfier. I couldn’t remember the last time, honest years, since I felt so at ease. Tal had always been that—even when things were at their darkest, their most dire, and the dawn promised nothing but war and chaos, the last days of the Tome Wars, Tal had calmed me. I loved her, simply.

“Remember what I told you in the Elysium Gardens?” she asked.

Boy, did I. I hadn’t been able to forget, each word blazed against my soul like a brand: Tal wrapped her arms around me and pressed her cheek into my shoulder. She shook, fighting tears. The twilit air was warm and so was she, like a good fleece blanket. “I can’t see that. I won’t. You’ll fight this war, because that’s what you do. When it comes to conflict and battle, war and chaos, the universe seems to spin around your head. You attract the absurd. I won’t go back to watch you be consumed by it. Because that’s the worst part, you know?” She pulled away and laughed bitterly, grasping my hands. “They won’t be able to kill you. You survive, Declan. You always, always survive. Even when you die, you live. No, you won’t die. But you’ll change. I can see it. The war will take you and you’ll become hard, harder than you’ve ever been. You’ll sacrifice entire worlds for one inch of an advantage against the Everlasting. Don’t tell me you won’t, because I know you, and you have.”

“Here I am,” Tal said. “Back with you anyway. Ready to fight your wars, King Declan Hale.”

“Don’t call me that,” I said. “Not you, please.”

She chuckled softly at some joke I didn’t get, no doubt. I’d always been a bit dim.

“I can send you back, if you’d like,” I said, and hated the words as they left my mouth. “The path through the Void to Atlantis-that-was, where you wanted to stay. It is still open, Tal. You could go. You and Sophie both. Leave all this behind.”

“Is that what you want?”

“Not in the least,” I said honestly. “But I want you safe, want you to know you have the option. Always. As long as I live, as long as I have… control.”

“Till about Wednesday then, eh?”

I laughed. “If we’re lucky.” I stroked the back of her neck. “Seriously, if I can be so selfish yet again, I want you with me, fighting at my side in the thick of it, giving the Everlasting, the New Renegades, and all who would stand in my path hell. I want Arbiter Tal Levy of the Knights Infernal at my side—not at the side of the king, but of that young, dumb kid she met at the academy those long years ago. I want you, Tal.”

Tal considered my words for a long moment. “You have me,” she said, and brought her sad smile to meet my lips.

Briefly, only briefly, a skimming stone across a still river of too much memory, but it was enough.

*~*~*~*

I managed three hours sleep that evening alongside Tal, and we only slept, as we were not really alone, but warm and in each other’s arms was more than I deserved these days. And three hours was all I could afford, all the Story Thread’s many and myriad problems would allow. I was running the largest empire in existence now, by choice and by circumstance (by hook or by crook), and I had started a war.

Not concerns that catered to a good night’s sleep.

Time to spare was in the shortest of supply. I had been idle, during the last day, despite all I had done. I needed to act, and now, before it was too late.

Abandoned fields, I thought, of what might have been.

That sounded like a song lyric. I felt Oblivion roll his eyes.

A quick shower and shave, the water turned scalding hot against my skin, and I slipped into a pair of jeans, a black shirt, and a dark-grey waistcoat. All of which had been enchanted to provide protection equivalent to, if not greater, than plate armour. I’d saved and doomed entire worlds in this get-up. It was my brand, my trademark style. I wasn’t about to strap on a kingly cape and crown. Not yet, anyway. Maybe when the fighting was done and the people of this city lined the streets to cheer me as I sauntered past them, waving royally, I’d shrug into a cape and wear the crown.

Yeah, sure.

I practiced my royal wave in the mirror and Tal snickered from the doorway of the marble-cast (as everything was so cast in this damned palace) and opulent (struggling to find another word to describe it: grandiose, affluent… ample?) en-suite.

“Hey there, sleepyhead,” I said. “Sorry, you’re too late to join me in the shower.”

Tal’s lips quirked and she slipped out of her clothes. She trailed her fingers across my back as she stepped naked across the tiled floors and into the large, double shower. And that sight alone was worth every moment of pain and torture in the last few years, was it not? Small victories, little wins, immune to the curse of defeat I carried like an infectious germ.

Now that’s got to be a record, I thought. Happy to miserable in the time it took Tal to step from the tiles into the shower.

I brushed my teeth as she steamed up the bathroom quite considerably.

‘I’ve had her,’ Oblivion whispered. ‘In every conceivable way. She was mine.’

“Never again,” I muttered around my toothbrush and spat into the sink. “You had nothing you didn’t force, you sick fuck.”

A dark chime, the crack of distant crystal, rang out and I frowned down most severely at the star iron manacle. Another chip of the alien black-glass rock fell away, clattering down the sink, gone forever—the big hand ticked closer to midnight.

‘Enjoy this while you can, your grace.’ Oblivion spat the last much like my toothpaste, spat the words as the Story Thread’s curse and cruellest joke. Ladies and gentlemen, your entertainment for the evening—King Declan Hale, the world’s last fool and first coward.

I used the tablet interface they’d given me to monitor the well-being of the empire to order some soda water and breakfast-y snacks, though it was the early hours of the morning. I didn’t see myself sleeping again anytime soon. Not till it’s over now, one way or another. After all the years and all the fights, I had a sense when things were gearing up toward the end game. Although it was calm at that moment, everything rested on the edge of a knife. I sighed. Feeling out of sorts.

The reports had piled up considerably in the last few hours. I set to reading and waited for Tal.

She emerged from the bathroom the same time breakfast arrived, the plates and steel-domed bowls cast under a net of protective enchantments designed to prevent poisons and such from killing the king. I sighed again and snacked on a piece of honeydew melon.

Tal enjoyed yoghurt and strawberries on toasted muesli, dashed with a dollop of healthy honey.

The reports were dire, miserable, a list of reasons why we couldn’t possibly fund a campaign against the Everlasting. They still didn’t see. Couldn’t see. None of them truly believed. What would it take? Give them Oblivion on the throne, ready to behead them all, and I reckon they’d figure it out before too long.

I did like that the tablet provided the option to respond and issue my kingly commands in real-time, all from the comfort of my quarters. I tapped a button and tens of thousands of Knights and resources began to move. To quelling the rebellion in the southern continent on this world, I gave that a big green tick. Authorisation to write enough titanium into existence, a world made of the metal already refined, which would debase its value, potentially crash the economy, but allow for the building of a hundred eternity-class starships before the end of the month? Tickety-tick. My orders were issued, the armies unleashed. eRuling, the wave of the future. I approved the costs to build, treble, the Cascade Fleet’s current capacity of weaponry and soldiers. The budget took a big hit on that one, but fuck it. If I was being honest, I didn’t expect my reign to last long. Long enough to see the Citadel of the Everlasting fall, would be nice.

“You’re frowning,” Tal said. “You’ve enough worries without wrinkles, Declan.”

I found half a smile. “Don’t suppose you want to be Queen of the Knights Infernal, do you?”

Tal raised a delicate, perfect eyebrow, and held a spoonful of yoghurt-coated muesli halfway between her bowl and her lips. “Did you just ask me to marry you?”

I blinked. Shit, I suppose I had. “I won’t survive the week, Tal. Not as I am now.” I waved the star iron manacle. It had loosened around my wrist, as well. The thing was decaying hard. “Before this breaks, I’ll end it—destroy my body before Oblivion can have it again. The Story Thread, the Knights, will need someone on the throne after me who knows what we’re up against.”

Tal ate her muesli in slow, concentrated bites, and considered. “Oh, and here I was thinking it was because you loved me.”

I grinned. “That is always a given. Always.”

“Say it.”

“I love you.”

Tal nodded. “No, I won’t marry you.”

I shrugged a shoulder and returned to my reports. “Never mind, then.”

Her spoon clattered against the fine china bowl. “And, technically, if you were… no longer able to sit on the Dragon Throne, for whatever reason, it wouldn’t be your queen who took over—whoever is fool enough to tie the knot with you,” she winked to ease the sting of that, “but your heir, Declan. Your son.”

I felt Oblivion prick up his ears.

“That child is no part of this,” I said, both to Tal and Oblivion. “He’s to remain no part of this.”

“He won’t have a choice,” Tal whispered.

‘No,’ Oblivion said. ‘He will. As his uncle, I will ensure the boy never sits on any throne, least of all yours. I will devour his essence and pool his power with my own.’

Tal read the look on my face. “Did an Everlasting son of a bitch just threaten the kid?”

I nodded. “He’s all threats this morning. Grouchy bastard.” A thought occurred to me. “I wanted to ask you something—I’m sure you would have said so already—but can you do anything about the parasite in my head?”

Over the distant mountains, the hour just turned four o’clock in the morning, the sky began to bleed orange with sunrise. Ascension City sat far north, and it was summer. The lights in the city twinkled against that can of spilt orange paint. Only the lonely, the mad, and those shackled with power would be up so early.

“Declan,” Tal said softly. “I’m sorry, no…”

“You were able to pull Dread Ash from her vessel—I know you spent the next ten millenniums imprisoned with her, but you were able to do it. From pixie-faced Fix. Why not for me?”

Tal shook her head and squinted at me. She held her hands together and produced a dull, white radiance, a spot of Will and wild magic. Tendrils of the light spread across the breakfast table and touched my hands. When the tendrils hit my skin, they recoiled as if stung. Beneath my skin, something slick and black flowed like oil.

Oblivion laughed.

“It’s not the same,” Tal said. “The first thing I did, when I entered this room earlier, was cast silently, to see if I could. Oblivion himself taught me the trick, I watched him use it more than once when he had me as his vessel, though he never thought I’d be free to use it myself.”

‘True.’

“What’s different?”

Tal shrugged. “I think it’s whatever makes you different, Declan. It could be anything. I mean, honestly, anything. Think of all you’ve done, the rules and laws you’ve broken, ancient magic and menace you’ve been embroiled in, not to mention the time you died.”

I had a somewhat colourful past, this was true. I kind of saw the edges of the problem that presented. Square peg in a round hole deal, it seemed.

“For once, it hasn’t worked in your favour,” Tal said. “You’re immune to the enchantments I know that would, should, help you. I can’t force him out. That parasite is your problem, your particular brand of cancer. The treatment… well, I don’t think it exists, but if anyone—and I truly mean this, Declan—if anyone can beat this, it’s you. By hook, by crook, or…”

“…or by luck. Only treatments I can think of would be rough.” Even I heard the whine in my voice, like a toll of defeat echoing across the battlefields I’d left in my wake. So many of them. So many dead. And for what? So we could just face the next threat, it seemed.

Tal pushed aside her half-eaten breakfast and folded her arms under her breasts. “You want me to pity you? Me? And you, pity? That’s not Declan Hale.”

I slammed my fist into the table and almost tossed the tablet computer across the room. But throwing a tantrum wasn’t going to help. “Tell me what you really think,” I muttered.

Tal took that as invitation.

“OK, I will,” she said. “Why are you hiding in this cell, Declan? A fine cell, to be sure, the finest in the Story Thread. The Fae Palace itself, with you its rightful ruler at long last. The Story Thread rejoices! All hail King Hale!”

“Tal—”

“Shut the hell up, your grace.”

I shut the hell up.

“You’ve got everything you ever wanted—everyone you’ve ever wanted, including Fair Astoria of the Everlasting, it seems. Fucking all of us, one way or another, weren’t you?” She laughed bitterly. “Your love is a curse, Declan. When you told me you loved me a moment ago, I hated you for that. Despite my love for you. I hated you—because you cursed me again. Burdened me with it. Here you are trying to marry me, when a few days from now this palace will be ash unless you do something. Unless you act.”

“I haven’t been idle—”

Tal cut her hand down through the air. “The Declan Hale I knew, the one I hope I still know, would have torn half the Story Thread asunder by now, searching for a cure to the poison in his head. Searching for a way to save the day, get the girl, defeat the evil assholes and still have time for a few witty one-liners, that casual charm and winning attitude people think is actually a positive when they first meet you, before it ruins them, before they die for you. Where is that Declan?”

I blinked and leaned back in my chair, crossing my arms around myself. A touch protectively, one could argue. One wouldn’t dare, less they incur my wrathful wroth. “I’m tired, Tal. How long can you, can anyone, expect me to keep going? I’ve done so much, as you said, lost as much as I’ve won. Victory at a cost so high it may have well as been defeat. That’s all I’ve ever been. The best of a fucked-up situation. And I. Am. Tired.”

“Spare me.”

“Love me.”

“You started this, Declan.” Tal stepped around the table and kissed me—hard, angry, biting down on my lip almost sharp enough to draw blood. “You bloody well don’t get to walk away before you end it.”

I pushed back away from her and stood, throwing up my arms and cursing her, the palace, the whole damn Story Thread. I paced the floor of my quarters, stewing and angry. “Fine,” I said. “What should I be doing?”

Tal held my gaze for a long moment, searched my eyes, and obviously found something to her liking.

“There you are,” she said. “I’d wondered where you’d gone, Declan. You certainly weren’t here a moment ago.” Her face softened and she offered me a sad smile. “Right now, you’re to come with me. There’s somewhere you need to go, and after… Well, that’s up to you. I would hope you would be about destroying a few of our enemies.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

THE ASHES OF TRUE EARTH

’All of this, for you, in your avarice’

Against the protests of my advisors, who fell on me like vermin, pigeons, seagulls after my bag of hot chips, once I strolled from my quarters within the Fae Palace, Tal lead me down to the cavernous hall of portals about halfway up the mighty tower. A nexus point for travelling across my vast and bountiful empire.

“Where are we going, Tal?” I asked, as my royal guard—save for Vrail, who was attending to other matters, moving his family back from off-world, now that most of the unrest had rested—cleared a path.

Tal checked her pocket watch, which told the time of the casual twenty-four-hour clock of the real world, and not the fucked time of everywhere and anywhere else. One could experience some serious jetlag, crossing worlds—into territories where the days lasted a year, the nights even longer, or worse, where the clock was just out of whack an hour or two. Those were the ones that really messed with your head. Subtle menace, like an Elder God or two I could name.

Tal arranged a portal to True Earth, the next available (which was immediately for the king) and we stepped from the vast and vaulted splendour of the Fae Palace and into a familiar, if a little dusty and worn, basement of a bar in Perth, Western Australia—on Murray Street. My royal guard followed swiftly, a good half-dozen toughs armed to the teeth, all of them capable of slitting throats in a heartbeat, and had done so recently during the rebellion. We were about twenty minutes up the road from my bookshop in Joondalup. What remained of my bookshop, after Oblivion had his way with mirkfyre and ruin.

I had a thousand and one questions, but I trusted Tal. Trusted her not to steer me off the edge of the nearest cliff. Hell, I’d manage that all on my own.

This bar was an old favourite of mine, and I admired the aged wine cellar as Tal and I walked up from the portal archway in the basement, a key waypoint for Story Thread travel, licensed and approved, of course, and up a set of stairs into the bar proper.

Lazy, mid-afternoon sunlight bled through the stained and dusty windows, casting faint golden pools on the few inches of sawdust coating the floors. A stage in the corner held a band of slumped jazz instruments—and a grand piano, all of which looked tired. The round tables sank under the weight of drinks once spilt, the velvet-backed chairs last in style four centuries ago.

The bar had character—something that couldn’t be faked.

Albert McSorley stood in his traditional, well-worn spot behind the long bar. Dozens of cold, frosty craft beer taps lined the bar, a bridge of cool pipes and golden promise. The wall behind him stretched up to the ceiling, a library ladder in place, full of bottles both local and alien.

McSorley’s on Murray Street was an institution, one of the few licensed premises on True Earth that catered to the world-travellers, the Knights Infernal least among them, though this was a knightly bar. The proprietor himself was once among our ranks. Old Al did a roaring trade most weekends from off-world visitors looking to explore a piece of True Earth. Perth, the city beyond his doors, was traditionally safe territory. Until very recently, even protected by the king of the Knights Infernal himself, before I got myself all ensnared by the Everlasting.

I wondered if I’d ever get back here, just as me. No crowns or demons on and in my head.

I didn’t like my odds.

Albert McSorley appraised us from over his bar. Last we’d spoken, I’d told him Fair Astoria, the Immortal Queen of the Renegades, had died—died hard. I was ever the bearer of wholesome news. He grunted at me, lips quirked, something knowing dancing in his eyes.

“If you think being king gets you out of paying your tab,” Al said. “You’ve got another thing coming.”

I relaxed, even found half a smile. “I don’t drink anymore, Albert.”

He blinked and looked… relieved. I’d gotten a lot of that from people that knew me and my drinking. Relief that I’d stopped. Things always look better in hindsight. “Well, you get a year under your belt and we’ll call it even on the bar tab, Hale.”

A guard at my back bristled. “You will address his highness as such—”

“No,” I said to the guard “Thank you, but no. Not here. Not him.” Albert McSorley was an old man. Even for a knight, he was old and had done the living of the next fifty men combined. He had been there over a hundred years ago, in Ascension City, when the Tome Wars had started.

He had been there when the Tome Wars ended over a hundred years later, seven years ago now.

“Lot of news about you coming through the gateway, kid,” McSorley said. He lined up a row of shot glasses on the bar and poured whisky for everyone but me.

I waved at my guards, letting them know it was fine to drink if they so choose.

At the last, he filled a shot glass with soda water and a lime wedge for his king and shrugged it across the bar toward me. I had to chuckle.

“Cheers,” I said, and clinked glasses with Tal. She savoured the whisky on her lips, and I had the strongest urge to kiss her—doubly intoxicated, that way. Damn it all, I’d die loving her. No way out of that nest of brambles. Ten years could pass and I’d still be dwelling on Tal Levy, wondering what might have been.

“Heard you were dead, that they finally got you in that bookshop of yours,” McSorley continued. “Didn’t believe the rumours. You’ve survived far worse.”

I considered, then nodded.

“Heard you’d been seen in the ruins of the Reach,” he said, and here the air grew cloying enough to be cut with the bluntest knife.

The Reach, a city-world in ruin, my ruin. I had destroyed it with the Roseblade seven years ago now. The first domino to fall at the end of the Tome Wars. Voraskel and Avalon, not long after. Worlds cascading into worlds, like a game of cosmic billiards. All at my hand. The millions I had killed that day were owed an accounting.

Once the Everlasting were stopped.

Oblivion snorted. ‘You think it stops with us?’ he whispered. ‘There’ll always be another reason to fight, Hale. It’s all you know how to do. Granted, you’ve set yourself the grandest challenge in the Story Thread in vowing to destroy my family, but even should you succeed… it won’t end there, will it?’

I ignored him. Easier than acknowledging his eerie armchair analysis.

“That… could have been my shadow,” I said. I hadn’t heard any rumours of being in the Reach. Had Dusk been up to something clever and nefarious wearing my spare face? The Roseblade had lain hidden, for a time, in the Reach. My doing. That blade was destroyed now.

“And then,” McSorley said and laughed aloud, an absurd, wild laugh. “The craziest rumour of all, as a mass exodus of lords and ladies, nobles and merchants, fled from Ascension City and through my archway. All of them in the last day, I might add, and all of them vocally opposed to you in the past. Some of them calling for your head, after the Tome Wars, in support of Good King Faraday…” He knocked back a shot and his eyes flashed. “Such rumours turned fact. Rumours claiming the Shadowless Arbiter had taken the Dragon Throne, that the streets of Ascension City ran crimson with the fallen, that Declan Hale’s bloodlust and avarice would never be sated. Executing people at will without cause or reason in the grand square, parading heads through the streets, and raiding the royal cellar for the oldest and rarest of liquors.”

“There was very little blood in the streets,” I said and drank my soda water and lime. “And absolutely no parading.”

McSorley nodded. “It should always have been you on that throne, son. I’ve said the same to any who asked, including your brother, when he stopped by years ago. He didn’t stop by again.”

“Yeah…”

“Takes some convincing, this one,” Tal said.

McSorley nodded again, gravely at her, and refilled her shot glass. “I am glad to see you well, Miss Levy. You deserve it—but, if I may, you stand far too close to this one.” He glanced at me. “Trust an old man, it will only end one way.”

“Infinite happiness and thirst for an adventurous life?” I asked.

He shook his head. Once. And tapped on his bar. He met my eyes. “Which one is it? You would never have taken Ascension City on your own. That’s not your way. You could have done it, of that I’ve no doubt, but you wouldn’t have done it. So, which one?”

Old age hadn’t slowed Al down one bit, and he was one of the few who believed in the Everlasting. I made a gun with my fingers and thumb and mimed blowing my brains out. “Lord Oblivion.”

McSorley paled and took an unconscious step back. He crossed himself, and I was surprised to see he had religion.

“Oh, don’t give me that look,” he scowled. “I’m an old man. A little superstition never hurt. Particularly given that, for all that matters, we are in the presence of a god.”

‘I like him,’ Oblivion said.

Everyone does, I replied. He’s a… facilitator. A good man. Rarer than rare.

I glanced at Tal and she tapped an imaginary wristwatch.

“It was good seeing you, Albert. Take care.”

He picked up a spotless pint glass, an even cleaner rag and, as was his way, began to polish. “Aye, son, you too. Though every time feels like the last. I’ll pray for you.”

*~*~*~*

I figured out what Tal had in mind, where we were heading, about half an hour later, after we’d flagged down some taxis to take me and my guard across town—not north toward Joondalup, but west toward the coast, through the city, and toward Karrakatta Cemetery. As was standard, my royal guard carried universal credit cards and even a bit of cash—enchanted wallets linked to the treasury on Ascension City, that ensured we’d always have money when travelling, and no matter where we travelled.

Another perk of being the king.

I didn’t have to punch through an ATM and steal a wad of fifties. I was legit now, free to raid the coffers. My usual way was far cooler, though.

Our three taxis pulled up outside of the cemetery in the western districts of the city of Perth just before three in the afternoon. It was a nice day, one of the three hundred or so a year where Perth enjoyed clear blue skies, warm weather, and the bright, redeeming sunshine that made everything look vibrant, healthy—alive.

Even the rows of mismatched and flower-strewn tombstones, graves, and mausoleums in Karrakatta Cemetery were robbed of their spookiness by the warm light of the afternoon.

“Stay a good distance away,” I told my royal guard. “And don’t enter the chapel. We don’t want to cause a scene.”

‘That would be a first for you.’

Shut up, Oblivion.

The royal guard murmured agreement but didn’t look too happy about it. I had to stop myself from reminding them just how much I’d survived without their so-called protection. Hell, not so long ago these men and women would have taken my head without blinking on the order of Jon Faraday. Well, perhaps not, given that they’d sworn loyalty to me and usurped the throne on what they believed was my order.

Still.

We were underdressed. Well, I was. Tal wore a pair of business trousers and a proper dark blouse, her hair tied back in a black ribbon. She’d found a pair of sunglasses from somewhere, too, and placed them over her eyes. I was scruffy in jeans and a short sleeve shirt, my shabby waistcoat over the top. Not informal, I suppose, but I’d been better dressed when attending Astoria and Ash’s funeral a week ago.

Damned if that wasn’t a grisly comparison.

We crossed the pebbled path onto the red-brick stone before the chapel, and joined the thin crowds heading into the air-conditioned space. The room, pews and seats for about two hundred, was full, and that was nice. I’d attended plenty of funerals where the only people there were a priest, a Knight, and often the person who had killed the poor bastard going into the ground. Often that person had been me.

In a way, I was doing the same again today.

On an artist’s pedestal by the wide glass doors sat a large memorial placard:

In Loving Memory

ETHAN JAMES REILLY

December 12, 1997 - September 7, 2017

Life is but a stopping place

 

Beneath the fancy typography was a goofy photograph of my wayward apprentice, grinning like an idiot at the camera and holding up two fingers in peace. A flash of memory, the sound of his head popping from his neck, made me grimace.

I pivoted to a better memory—that of Ethan tackling a sniper that had tried to kill me at the university tavern a few years back. He’d knocked the bastard from the third floor and ridden his body down to the ground. The kid may have never graduated from the academy, but he had been more a Knight Infernal than most.

I didn’t recognise anyone in the service except for Sophie, who sat near the front with an older woman that resembled Ethan so closely as could only be his poor mother. They held one another’s hands. Only once, as the room filled and the coffin was brought in on the shoulders of his family, placed on the plinth at the head of the room, did Sophie look our way.

She didn’t smile, but she also didn’t curse. Was it only a day ago she had confronted me before the might and power of the Dragon Throne? Less than that? I think Tal and Sophie had planned this between them. Having me here. Trying to remind me why it all mattered, perhaps. Events moved on cosmic, celestial scales with me at their heart, which made the whole sordid mess seem pointless, after a while.

I needed to remember the people lost along the way. If I was to fight, if I thought myself capable of waging war on this scale, I had to remember the cost.

Such as Ethan Reilly. Dead in a torn heartbeat.

‘You waste what little time you have,’ Oblivion whispered. ‘I took great pleasure in severing that boy.’

Hush, I said, and for a wonder he did.

Nice words were said. His friends spoke kindly of Ethan. Sophie said a few words, sent him her love across the only void that mattered, and the coffin was lowered slowly into the floor of the chapel, down and away to the crematorium.

Over so quickly, these things, so the next coffin could be hauled on in.

There was a wake in the next room, a chance to speak fond memories of the departed, and there would be a proper send-off at the Irish bar in Subiaco, ten minutes away, that afternoon. I didn’t think I’d be attending. There was too much on my plate, as it stood. And, if I were to be honest…

I couldn’t bring myself to confront his mother. In that, as in many other ways, I was a coward. She and I had never met, but Ethan had often spoken of her during our apprenticeship. I was a fool for ever taking him on, teaching him how to harness his unfound Will. He had saved me, more than once, and I had gotten him killed. I’d had more than enough experience in such matters at that point to know things could only end one way. This way.

Tal went to see Sophie and I stepped back out into the sunshine of the cemetery. My knightly royal guard fell into step behind me, but kept their distance, as I strolled through the narrow alleys and crooked rows of tombstones, among bright green grass and bouquets of fresh flowers draping the dead in the dying.

Such a small space, this cemetery. It made me think of the World Cemetery, accessible through the Fae Palace, in comparison. Every Knight Infernal to have ever lived and died was buried in that cemetery—had a tomb to mark their passing. The cemetery spanned entire continents, the entire world, and was even starting to get a little full—particularly after the Tome Wars. My grandfather was a caretaker there. I should really pay him a visit, before the end.

Tal would hit you for thinking that last thought.

Lost in my last thoughts, I’d taken a seat on an old wooden bench with a memorial plaque of its own under the shade of a Eucalyptus tree. I rubbed at the back of my neck, warding away the inevitable headache. Futile, I’d wager, when the headache was Everlasting. In that moment, surrounded by the dead, I felt like one of those songs from the seventies, probably sung by the Eagles, about running out of time.

That forced a wry chuckle out of me.

Gravel crunched underfoot, a kind hand squeezed my shoulder, and Detective Annie Brie of the West Australian Police Force sat down next to me on the bench.

“Hello, Declan,” she said, a petal of the Infernal Clock beating away in her heart.

“Hello, Annie,” I replied.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

LONG LIVE THE WAR KING

‘Pillars of salt, pillars of sand’

“Nice day, despite the occasion,” Annie said, her jet-black hair resting on the shoulders of her worn yet form-fitting red leather jacket. Her jade-green eyes settled on me, though they were hidden behind reflective sunglasses. Everybody looking cool but me, squinting in the sun.

She wore boots and jeans, a familiar revolver strapped to her waist in an old holster. That gun had seen a few things, killed a few monsters. Its previous owner had died strung up and gutted at the Hillaries Boat Harbour by an Emissary dragon, right after the dragon had blown up my favourite bar. What had been that old detective’s name… Sam? Sam… something? Damn, I should have remembered that.

Annie, with the petal of the Infernal Clock in her heart—I had brought her back to life—was deadly with that gun. I mean, all guns were deadly, but Annie… she could fire from across the cemetery, drunk and blindfolded, and the slug would still find the mark. She had a knack, something akin to but not quite an enchantment. Something better, unique. Again, the petal’s doing.

It had been the best part of ten days since last I saw Annie, after our adventure in Switzerland at the Atlas Lexicon, after she had skewered Dread Ash on an enchanted sword, killed the Everlasting with the petal in my heart, dragging it through into Tal, possessed at the time, and saving the whole wide world.

She looked tired. We all were tired.

Could we do the same now? Stab Annie and me together and hope the same thing would happen? I didn’t dare, and not just for fear it wouldn’t work. Or that it would harm Annie. Messing with those petals could annihilate worlds. And, thinking it through now, Oblivion would have to be in control, I was certain. He’d never sit still long enough for it to work. We’d caught Ash purely by surprise.

Most of all, I did not want to take the petal from Annie. She had been given it without her knowing, and that was enough. I had no right to ask for more.

“You’re up to speed?” I asked

“Everlasting,” she said and pointed at my head. “Time running out. You’re a king, now. Sulking, it seems.”

I chuckled again. “Yeah, you’re up to speed. Been speaking with Sophie and Tal, eh?”

She nodded. “After what happened in Riverwood Plaza, poor Ethan, we fled across the Story Thread to Ascension City, met up with Sophie, figured out what had happened. We started working on a way to free you. Imagine our surprise when you did it yourself.” She sighed. “I still don’t understand four things in five about your life, Declan, but I’m here. I know you try to do the right thing. I cleaned up the mess in Riverwood as best I could. Your shop is a police-taped ruin. You’re considered dead in the blast. Ethan’s… murderer, is considered still at large. There are no real leads.”

“He’s right here,” I muttered and tapped the side of my head. “And he can hear everything we say, Annie, so best be mindful.”

‘This witch killed my sister,’ Oblivion growled. ‘I’ll enjoy devouring her still-beating heart.’

“He says hello.”

Annie met my eyes behind her reflective lenses. “Tal said you were being mopey, but I didn’t expect this. It’s like you’ve given up, Declan.”

“I’m tired, Annie.”

“Is it that thing in your head? Preying on your mind?” She shook my shoulder. “You need to act! Or you’ve already lost.”

I considered her words, thought there was probably some truth to them. Or maybe it was the sheer amount of booze Oblivion had poured through my system in the last week. He’d taken the brunt of the poison, sure, but it had still run through my body and drowned my liver. Was the depression I felt, the misery and apathy, a result of being back on the sauce? I didn’t know for certain, but it felt right. I was an alcoholic, by any and every definition, and had spent years mired in misery and defeat… That had changed, off the booze. I’d began to plan for the future again, my future, even with the Everlasting problem hanging over us all like a storm cloud.

“If you could do one thing right now,” Annie said. “If you only had a day to live, say, and could do only one thing that would help, what would you do?” She held my chin and turned my face to look at her, to meet her eyes. I had a real problem meeting eyes at the moment, almost like I was ashamed of something. “First answer only.”

“I’d…” …launch an assault on the Citadel of the Everlasting.

Annie, only a year or so ago nothing more than a local detective, unware of the wide and wonderful, the endless and horrific, nature of the Story Thread. Unaware of Will, and other worlds, of demons, and gods, and drunk bookshop proprietors, thrust her finger at me.

“Whatever you’re thinking right now,” she said. “That’s what you should be doing. That’s what Declan Hale would do.”

“It’s going to get a lot of people killed,” I said. But the citadel had been mostly undefended. Sure, there’d be enchantments, I’d felt more than a few, and shields, but it’s defence comes mostly from the fact no one save the Everlasting know where to find it.

Well, the Everlasting and me.

I glanced at the star iron manacle, as Oblivion felt me come to a decision and hurled himself against the walls of his cell in anger. The cracks in the manacle were worse again, the once clear black-glass now dusty and chalked, petrified. The game was up, one way or another, in the next day or two. Perhaps even sooner.

I stood. Annie stood with me.

“So, where are we going?” she asked.

“To start a war, Detective Brie. To start another war.”

*~*~*~*

An hour after returning from True Earth, I convened a war council in the grand and opulent chambers before the Dragon Throne. I had the Cascade Fleet recalled, ever ship with a cannon and that could fly ordered battle ready within the next five hours. I called up the reserves, manned and crewed the ships, and generally spent a good few hours arguing with my advisors and secretaries, my ministers—those brave enough to argue—and, primarily, my royal treasurer, who saw this as folly and bankrupting the empire.

Let it be folly, I thought. Let it burn. Again, I was the Shadowless Arbiter, and my sole purpose—never mind kingdoms or even friends—was to stand against the Everlasting. And at that moment, perhaps only for another day, I had command of more resources than I ever would have again. Use it or lose it.

My friends—Annie, Tal, and Sophie—stood at my back. I’d named them personal advisors to the king, accorded them titles and apartments, top secret security clearances, and so on. They were now the true king’s council, and the old council kind of knew it and begrudged them the fact. Everyone was arguing with everyone else, but they were doing what I said. Slowly, grumbly, but they were doing it.

If all went to plan, my friends would be needed for some dark work. Tal and Annie, after all, were the only two people in existence who could not be possessed by the Everlasting, thanks to the petals of the Infernal Clock ticking away in their hearts. They could still be hurt, still be killed, but beyond that they were, for all that mattered, effectively immortal.

“Your grace,” Arbiter Ferenol said, standing at the long marble table, staring up at me on the edge of the throne, exasperated. Her name to me sounded like some sort of headache medication, which I could have really used right then. She was a slight woman, severe brow, and I’d known her in the past to be a voice of calm, of reason. “This is utter madness.”

Ah, not so reasonable today.

“I cannot support you in this,” she said.

“Good thing we’re not a democracy then, isn’t it?” I whispered, though thanks to the acoustics in the grand chamber, my voice carried well. It was all for dramatic effect.

“If you’re to ignore the advice of those here, those who wish to see your reign on the throne last,” she countered, “then I will have to resign my position.”

I shrugged. “A day ago you’d have said the same to Jon Faraday, I’m sure. He didn’t believe in the Everlasting. No, actually, that’s not fair. He did, but he considered them my problem. He had his kingdom, the Knights Infernal, and let his baby brother deal with the real threat. Well, you can’t have it both ways. That attitude alone makes me more suitable for his chair than any other claim I had, all of which were legitimate, as decreed by King Morrow before he was lost in the final days of the Tome Wars.”

I linked my fingers and rested my chin on my hands, letting the silence stretch out uncomfortably.

“You were all there, all of you,” I whispered. “In those dark days, madness turned to ruin at the edge of the Roseblade, the war turned to hell. Entire worlds falling into the Void. I stopped that. Have you all forgotten so easily?”

“You were responsible for it,” barked Senator… Crest? Crease? Fuck. A man of average height, blonde hair to his broad shoulders, a sneer fit for a king.

“One night of chaos to stop a century of war,” I said. “Do the math, mate, I saved far more than I burned. None of you, the so-called wise and powerful, who had spent your entire lives up to that point in the war, were doing anything about it. Worthless, the lot of you,” I growled.

“Declan,” Annie said. “You catch more flies with honey.”

I laughed and eased back on my anger, took my foot off the accelerator—but only half an inch or so.

“Here’s how it lays out, ladies and gentlemen,” I said, fighting the fatigue, the depression, the desire to just roll over and die with every ounce, every torn shred of my soul, my identity before it was taken from me again. Annie was right, Oblivion was messing with my mind. Had to be. I’d been… well, not fine, but functioning, before he strolled on in. “You are free to leave your positions this evening. I won’t stop you. I will imprison you in opulence and comfort alongside the former king, for however long I’m on the throne. I will ensure you cannot interfere with the war to come.”

I let that sink in a good long half minute, awkwardly long, meeting every eye at the table. I didn’t have a problem meeting the eyes of people I held in contempt. They sure as shit had a problem holding mine, though. Good.

“War is coming, one way or another. Lord Hallowed Dusk has assumed command of the Everlasting Peace Arsenal, that was his plan. This I know for certain, first-hand intelligence. He will have done so by now. War is coming.” I slammed my fists together. “The enemy stronghold is known to us. It isn’t a world, it isn’t full of innocent civilians, as is usually the case. It is a vast, island-citadel at the heart of the Milky Way galaxy. It is afforded the protections of true reality. It is… bound by those protections, and thus, to us and our fleet, vulnerable.”

I was almost eager to be away, to be at command of a fleet again, and rain down fire and hell upon my enemies.

“We can strike the surest blow in the war now, within the next day, before they even have time to retaliate. The Everlasting are powerful, but they are few. The Everlasting are ageless, but they have never been attacked before—not like this. They think themselves above such measures. They thought themselves above even death. I have seen two of them die this last year alone.”

I had them now—first threaten, then the honey. Annie had half the equation right.

“The full might of the Cascade Fleet attacks at dawn,” I said. “Space-dawn, whenever that is. As swiftly as we can pilot the fleet through to the galactic core in the prime universe. We’ll need the enchanters opening the waypoints through the Void, the safe passages to the local solar system surrounding True Earth.” I considered, then shrugged. “Not too long ago, I attacked a sub-orbital prison in the storm clouds of Jupiter. Home these last ten thousand years to Scarred Axis. The waypoint should still be active, should still be functional, and there’s plenty of breathing room around that gas giant. Rally the fleet on that location, tonight, now, make it happen.” I paused. “Any more goddamn questions?”

There were no more goddamn questions.

“Good. See it done, and we’ll get along just fine. Cross me, and I’ll destroy you.” I leaned back, relaxed in my diabolical throne, and raised my palms toward the ceiling. “You may not like me—hell, I don’t often like me—but I’m here to save you. All of you. We can do this, ladies and gentlemen, and I refuse to face these horrors alone. No more. The Knights Infernal consider themselves rulers of the Story Thread, the policemen of the World Compass. Well, time we lived up to that. Or what the hell are we doing? If we don’t do this, then the Everlasting win. Hell, the Everlasting deserve to win.”

I stood.

And that was that. Game on.

*~*~*~*

The full force of the Cascade Fleet was something to behold. The grand ships, both combat and support craft, had been recalled at a haste not seen since the final days of the Tome Wars, when only ragged remnants remained. In that time, new ships had been built, fresh commanders—even some who had been children during the Tome Wars. Well, they were in for a shock now. Baptism by fire. It was good enough for me, damn it, when I was young and not old and decrepit, closing in on thirty.

The fleet ships burning their fusion engines, racing through the known and ‘trusted’ paths of the Void, using the interdimensional drives installed as standard in any knightly model, to meet at the rally point in the skies above Jupiter. In record time, the largest space-faring fleet ever assembled… well, yeah, it assembled.

From the vast and sleek command deck of the Blade of Spring, the king’s ship, the greatest, newest, grandest ship in this or, indeed, any fleet (of the Peace Arsenal, we still didn’t know, and Oblivion wasn’t giving any hints that weren’t threats of doom and gloom for me and mine), I surveyed the rest of the fleet dropping into the rally point, silhouetted against the backdrop of the swirling storm giant—Jupiter.

I took a sip from a crystal tumbler of fine scotch. A Lagavulin 16. The sip was delicious, redeeming, and wholly my idea. I was drinking again, and wondered if my plan was only the best excuse I had to start the habit anew.

“All part of the plan,” I muttered, when Annie raised a single eyebrow and said more with a look than words ever could.

“Said every drunk ever,” she countered.

I thought about that and raised the glass—point. “Trust me. Desperate times, desperate measures… Rest assured my head is planted firmly on my shoulders and not up my ass on this one.”

Annie rolled her eyes. Her point stood. Every drunk ever had their excuses, their white-knuckle grip on the neck of the bottle. “For you. Only for you. Just this once.”

The Blade of Spring was at the cutting edge of starship design. Think Star Trek, or Star Wars, sci-fi of the highest order. Those massive silver-grey ships that hovered above worlds like spears, or destroyers. An enormous ship, hundreds of decks and thousands of missile bays, ion cannons, deployable autonomous shuttle craft. It was designed to be controlled by a skeleton crew, as well, and—with the neural net crown I wore atop my head (the only crown I’d allow at the moment)—controlled by a single mind, if needs be.

I had been aboard the Blade of Spring once before—with Shadowman and the Historian of Future Prospect. We had come here, to Jupiter, to stop Shadowman from unleashing Scarred Axis. In that, as in so many things, I had failed, but I was beginning to see a pattern to that failure, even a purpose. Hallowed Dusk had the right of it: I was more and more certain we were all of us dancing on the strings of some puppet master. Something, perhaps the star iron manacle rotting on my wrist, made me think it wasn’t some hidden, dark adversary, but ourselves from the future. We were playing catch-up, as best we could, to plans we would one day lay down.

Confusing, vexing, yes, which is why going to blow up the Citadel of the Everlasting was at the top of my to do list. It was actionable action, in line with the overall purpose and goals of my life, which was to see the Everlasting fall. Still, I didn’t like the idea this was all mapped out, all planned like some poorly written novel, and not so much intricate as inevitable.

So I was defaulting to my prime directive—which was to make bad things go away in as big of an explosion as I could manage.

The bridge of the Blade of Spring was at full capacity, that day, not a skeleton crew, and we were on an officially sanctioned mission, after all, with the king himself aboard. Techs and Guardian Knights manned the control columns. I sat in the captain’s chair, of course. Before all of this, before any of it, I had been a military man, a commander. The youngest commander of the Cascade Fleet in history. Hell, that may still be true. I was only in my late twenties, after all, despite all my old man heading toward thirty reminiscence and bluster.

I knocked back the rest of the scotch with a practiced flick and ordered another. There was a delicate balance to this plan, as much an external fight as it was internal. Have you noticed how much they’re drinking, Shadowman had said, briefly loosed from Dusk’s grasp. I hadn’t, but he had, and he’d been trying to tell me something important in as fewer words as possible, because we weren’t alone. We were never alone.

Another scheduled blast of ships dropping into this dimension rallied the fleet to capacity. Against the velvety depths of the universe, the orange-mauve swirl of Jupiter, the entire might of the Knights Infernal stood at my command. Thousands of ships, some on par (though not greater) with the Blade of Spring, many smaller, sleeker—faster but still deadly. I spotted the Argent Shield out there, spinning like a buzzing bee around larger vessels. I liked that plucky little ship. I’d used it to effect in the past.

“Well, your grace,” Tal said, and placed a hand on my shoulder. She squeezed gently. Her fingers were warm. “Let’s all go die for your pride.”

I snorted as one of the stewards refilled my crystal tumbler. Tal had raided the armoury, strapped herself in mythril plate mail, gained a knightly blade, and an even more knightly pulse pistol. She looked good, tall, ready to take on this or any universe again, and the horrors therein. She also regarded my tumbler of scotch with a distasteful eye, but I think she got it—she saw the point, my oh-so-clever plan. It wasn’t anything I dared vocalise, not with Oblivion listening in, and I guarded my thoughts well, but it was a plan and not an excuse. Alongside the knowledge of my son, and that Annie may have been capable of finding him, I kept my dark purpose under lock and key.

A lot—everything, really—was on the line, and far too reliant on me being able to handle my booze. That was a cruel irony, a bitter joke. After all the times and crimes, the years and tears, it came down to a fucking cosmic drinking contest. Well, so be it. I could drink the best of them under the table.

The neural web I wore on my brow, a thin silver crown tied directly to my mind—which was worrisome, as there was already far too many gate crashers at that party—informed me in real time the number and readiness of the fleet. I could, if I wished, issue a direct command without speaking a word, merely think it, and the command would be relayed across the entire fleet in less than a heartbeat. I saw in the HUD, the heads-up display, projected directly onto my eyes, the weapons capability, the squadron formations, crew and ordnance aboard each ship. The computer, hundreds of years’ worth of battles and data plugged into its databanks, even offered strategy and potential avenues of assault.

Here was the Cascade Fleet of the Knights Infernal.

Here was the War King Declan Hale.

Locked and loaded.

Enough strength and might to conquer entire worlds, whole strings of worlds, and the universes around them. Enough force and muscle to police something as vast and unruly as the Story Thread. We existed for a reason and we were not, as some so settled into their ways believed, allowed to grow fat and lazy on our watch. The threat was real. The Everlasting existed. We were the only force, humanity’s only shield, against the blight.

And yet, I thought, the Cascade Fleet is barely a glimmer of the power you wielded with the Roseblade. True power isn’t here, Declan, and you know it. You’ve been… so much more. What are you now? King or killer? Hero or villain? Was that voice mine or Oblivion’s, or some other meddling worry entirely? No sense paying attention to it now. I was committed, and would look quite the fool to back out, though perhaps a wise fool.

No. That was the nerves talking.

Time to step up or sit the fuck down.

“On my mark,” I whispered and chuckled harshly, relaying the words through the neural crown and to the captains and commanders of every ship, the five thousand four hundred and thirty-seven ships in the fleet. “Follow me.”

I engaged the Blade of Spring’s engines with another thought. The vast starship roared to life and arced above the storm clouds of Jupiter, a fine and glittering shard of infernal strength. I steered her to the head of the column, the tip of the spear, and activated the interdimensional drive. The course through the Void would be a new one, not in any knightly database, and I was doing it solely from memory.

Indeed, apart from my mind, it only existed in the heads of the Everlasting.

Shouldn’t have shown me where you lived, I said to Oblivion. Hoo-boy, no you shouldn’t have done that. This is only partial repayment on the debt I owe you, you son of a bitch.

Oblivion stirred, stewed, as the Blade of Spring left reality behind and plunged into the inky, oily blackness of the Void through an interdimensional window four miles wide. He opened his eyes, more at home in that space, and bared his teeth.

’We shall see,’ the Elder God said. ‘…we shall see.’


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ATTACK ON THE CITADEL

‘Lay us down in the fire. Shatter these memories’

The Cascade Fleet emerged from the Void in a region of space at the galactic centre of the Milky Way, still in the same universe as the rallying point around Jupiter, which actually made the journey that much easier, but the view from above the glittering island-citadel was no less impressive than the first time I’d seen it over a week ago.

The crystal bridge extended from the planetoid island, pulsing with light and power, thrust out somewhat phallic-like into the heavens, radiating strength, and spoke volumes to the Everlasting’s opinion of themselves.

Five thousand heavily armed and soldiered ships fell into the vastness of the galactic centre behind the Blade of Spring. Every one of them following the path I blazed with the neural crown and my mind had made it through the Void in one piece. The pathway was certain now, navigated, and would be uploaded to every navigational database in the Story Thread, broadcast to our allied worlds, even to our enemy worlds, in this case. The Everlasting were a fairy tale no longer.

Here was their home.

Doubt me now, you bastards, I thought of my senators and ministers, my deposed brother and his sycophants. Here’s your proof. If proof were needed.

“The Citadel of the Everlasting,” I said, opening communications to every ship in the fleet. “That is our target, ladies and gentlemen. That is the enemy stronghold. The creatures that call this pretty little island home are the most vile, corrupted creatures ever known. They wish to subjugate you under their rule. They destroyed Atlantis-that-was, they claim the Story Thread as their dominion, and would see us all under their heel.”

I paused, let all that sink in. I was always one for gravitas and a flair for the dramatic.

“My Knights Infernal, my friends, I have been called the War King, the Mad King, but here you see. All of you, you see. The enemy is real. We are here to strike a blow, to show the Everlasting that humanity no longer fears the elder gods. We are the rightful guardians of the Story Thread. We have bled and died for that guardianship across thousands of years, while these so-called gods slumbered and bickered amongst themselves.” I slammed my fist into the arm of the captain’s chair. “They think to unseat us? They think to send us back into darkness, ignorance, and fear? No.” I accessed the Blade of Spring’s vast arsenal and primed the equivalent of a thermonuclear missile in the forward cannons. Beneath our feet, sleek, efficient machinery ensured the payload was delivered into the bow armament ports. All things being even (they wouldn’t be, so far this was too easy, and my mind was screaming at me that it was a trap), I could end this with one shot and we could all be home in time for the evening Seinfeld reruns. “Let’s show them what happens when you mess with the Knights Infernal.”

I blinked and fired the missile. A sparkling contrail of blazing white sparks, tinged blue, exploded from the forward cannons of the Blade of Spring. A glowing orb, a missile the size of a bus, tore across the thousands of kilometres between my fleet and the Citadel of the Everlasting.

The blazing stars keeping the citadel in orbit, the harmony of universal forces almost singing in symphony, stood indifferent to the missile. I expected a defence system, I expected lasers and fire and anti-missile missiles to emerge from within the vast and mighty island.

Oblivion watched, waited. He seemed as curious as I was to see what would happen. Which was all kinds of unnerving.

“It’s quite beautiful,” Annie whispered. I was again reminded that only a year or two ago she had been merely a mortal detective in Perth. She’d certainly been given the crash course in everything Story Thread since. Front row seats to the shit show.

“The citadel or the missile?” I asked.

She blinked, considered, then shrugged. “Both.”

“This is too easy,” Tal said.

I nodded and sipped at my scotch. Across the bridge of the ship, several dozen men and women held their collective breath, the occasional eye flickering to me as if fearing I’d gone mad. Perhaps I had and come full circle. Certainly, I wanted to see this done, wanted the citadel and its inhabitants blasted from the sky. The Everlasting had existed since the beginning of creation and their time was past.

The missile struck the vast citadel and exploded in a light as blinding as a hundred suns cascading into one another. The Blade of Spring’s viewing windows were filtered to absorb the light, reduce the brightness to watchable levels, stop us all from burning our retinas clean away against the vastness of space and its many terrors, but even with those filters we all still turned away and shielded our eyes.

The redeeming fire cast the entire region in blinding white light, and I half-imagined I could feel the heat of the blaze across the distance, through the vacuum and the shields. I couldn’t, of course, but damn if it didn’t feel good to strike a blow for the good guys.

The lightshow lasted a good half minute, the anti-matter explosion in the missile feeding itself, looping into further detonations, devouring and destroying. Had that bomb gone off against, say, Perth, the city and the surrounding five hundred kilometres would be a glassed mess—nothing but ash in the wind. A giant pockmark on the face of the world.

That was a grim thought, but then I dealt in grim hands. Jokers riddled the deck.

The light faded.

The Citadel of the Everlasting… remained.

“Oh, heck,” I said with a frown. “Not a blemish, not even a scuff. That’s a worry.”

Oblivion chuckled away in the back of my mind.

“What’s the report?” I asked one of the report-y looking knights from the diagnostic control columns on my left.

A young chap, grizzled in stubble and looking like he had last slept a week ago, nearly jumped out of his seat. “No noticeable damage, Commander. Sorry—your grace. No discernible impact zone. The missile ate the floating matter around the structure but, your grace, it didn’t damage the structure in the least.”

“Call me Declan,” I said. “It’s easier.”

“Yes, your… Declan.” He cleared his throat. “They must be shielded. We didn’t register anything, though, no fluctuations, no visual or spectrum-based energy spikes. The blast simply… didn’t touch the target.”

I grunted. “Well, that’s a relief.”

Annie crossed her arms over her leather jacket. “It is? Declan, what?”

“I wouldn’t have trusted that to work,” I said. “The missile. When has anything to do with the Everlasting been easy. Tal?”

“Never,” she said. “We’re being played here, is what I think.”

“Is this a trap?” Annie asked.

“In some way, sure,” I said, distracted, trying to think through all the angles, all the possible moves I could make (alongside the inevitable mistakes, the bespoke and tailored fuck-ups). It was hard to do that, both the good and the bad (and the ugly, I thought of Oblivion) when I didn’t fully know what I was up against. I mean, I could be considered the Story Thread’s preeminent expert on all things Everlasting, but that wasn’t saying much.

“Are we worried?” Annie said.

“Hmm? No, no. A trap is a given. This not being easy is a given, Annie. We learnt that in the Tome Wars. You would have done well in those battles, I’m sure.”

“Oh. But what about our ships? Are they in danger?”

“We all are,” I said and met her eyes. “This is the game, kid. Traps and betrayal and fiery death, all par for the course. I thought you understood that.”

Annie said nothing but settled into a worried frown. I couldn’t spare the time to argue with her now. You and Tal both were pushing for this, weren’t you? Pushing for me to act? Did I miss your point? I didn’t think so.

“What now?” Tal asked.

I wanted to commence a hellfire storm with the utmost prejudice, but then I always wanted to do that. Something to do with the vast insecurity I was hiding behind indifference, apathy, and happy hour. Ah, I was muddled, getting distracted once again in reminiscence. It was a strength, but also a weakness. The double-edged sword.

I decided to ask someone far smarter than me.

“What would you do, Tal?”

She gave me a certain look, one of… hell, it was respect. She liked my question. “Order the fleet to engage,” Tal said. “If the crown were upon my head, Declan, I would attack. But then I’m not the most impartial observer when it comes to the Everlasting.”

I nodded and did just that with the neural crown. At the rear of the Blade of Spring, five thousand ships geared up and fell into battle groups, waves, attack formation. The computer took my command, took the lay of the land, of the cosmos, the known and unknown into account, and poured all that into automated battle strategy. I gave the plan the tick of approval, as it looked good to me, and cleared my throat.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” I said across the communication network. “That island over there offends me. See it gone, if you please.” I took a long, healthy sip of scotch. Good, peaty and strong, proof through the roof. It hurt as it fell down the back of my throat.

The Cascade Fleet, thousands of ships, surged past the Blade of Spring in waves of light and energy, and fell upon the Citadel of the Everlasting like a swarm of angry wasps.

The fight had truly begun.

*~*~*~*

It was a sight to behold, one I would remember for the rest of my life—however short or long the rest of my life would be. Odds were good on sooner rather than later there. The house always wins. A sight that would be played across the Cascade Fleet’s Hall of Infamy reel for centuries to come.

I had memories from hundreds of battles, thousands of fights, but they all sort of blurred into one. That day, aboard the Blade of Spring, as the entire might of the Cascade Fleet fell upon the citadel and began to attack, was a battle of such orchestrated magnificence, a beautiful piece of music played to perfection (until we hit the chorus), that it was burnt into my mind as bright as the sun.

I did this, I thought, and for a wonder I felt something rare, something so rare to me that I actually took a moment to appreciate it. What I felt was pride, the satisfaction of a job well done and, whether we all burned and fell, or destroyed and rose up, I knew that coming here had been the right decision.

Swaths of the Cascade Fleet attacked in devastating waves, carpet-bombing the citadel from on high. Some of their strikes got through, though the damage was minimal, far less than it should have been given the ordnance and cannon fire being unleashed, but in this as in most things in life, consistency was key.

The archaic and intricate protections around the citadel protected the island well, but not perfectly. The blue and purple foliage to mark Astoria’s and Ash’s passing atop of the tall trees on the island’s western face began to burn—went up like matchheads, actually, sending streams of fire and glittering azure sparks out into the faux-atmosphere before burning away in actual deep space.

Dart-like quick attack craft swooped in low, glanced off the shields where they got too close, and unloaded on the citadel in a hail of weapon’s fire that set more of the forests ablaze. From aboard the Blade of Spring, we watched the attack in real-time through the forward viewing screens, a near-panoramic view of the citadel in orbit a thousand kilometres out and above from the crystal bridge.

I had compared it to an orchestra, but given that the sound didn’t carry—at all—across the vacuum of space, that was inaccurate. It was more like a ballet, performed down to the finest detail, run on my commands and executed by the infinitely clever computers. Five thousand ships, all poised to attack and attacking, but they moved and swayed as one.

“We’re doing some actual damage,” Annie said. She laughed aloud, breathless and excited. “Bloody hell, it’s like watching a movie—but that’s really happening! My fiancé would love this, he’s big into sci-fi.”

“How are things with… Brian?” I asked, and slapped at an annoying bug on the back of my neck, for a moment there clean forgetting the man’s name. I had never actually met him, despite the fact I had killed and brought Annie back to life. She didn’t want me meeting him.

“Not the time, Declan,” she replied quickly, spinning the engagement ring on her finger almost nervously.

“We’re not doing enough damage,” Tal said. She frowned and held up her hand, and although I couldn’t see it I could sense her invocations. She was channelling her Will light, her power, extending her senses. “Declan, do you feel that?”

That bug again, like a mosquito, nipping at my skin. Only it wasn’t a bug, it was my own Will, my sight and senses. I focused on the sensation, my eyes widening and a shocked gasp escaping my throat.

As a squadron of the Cascade Fleet, some two hundred and twelve ships, veered away from a bombing run on the St Paul’s Cathedral-like dome atop of the citadel, a great and abhorrent window opened in space above the island. The doorway I had created with the Blade of Spring’s interdimensional engine had been miles wide and tall. This… this was at least a hundred miles high.

The rend opened in one long rip, like tearing a piece of paper in half, and from within, from the inky depths of the Void, emerged a fleet of ships and vessels that, even as they appeared, eclipsed the might of the Cascade Fleet in mere moments.

The two hundred or so knightly ships in its path were sheared asunder against the shielded hulls of those vessels, spinning and falling in fire against the ragged edge of the tear in space—a handful of the poor bastards falling whole into the Void.

Oh, god, I had time to think. Better they had died quick.

Thousands of ships poured through the tear, outnumbering the stars against the backdrop of space, or so it seemed. Oblivion cast his feelings on the matter quite well—he began to laugh, then shriek, and dance around the brig in the back of my mind like a loon.

“Declan,” Annie whispered. “What the hell is this?”

Without command, the neural crown interpreted the best course of action and began to divert the Cascade Fleet away from the armada of new ships.

Ships that, really, could only be from one thing.

The Everlasting Peace Arsenal, captained by none other than Lord Hallowed Dusk.

Oh dear.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE PEACE ARSENAL’S RESOLVE

‘I know I had a to-do list round here somewhere…’

We’re fucked, I had time to think, at the same time as Oblivion roared in triumph, his mad voice echoing through my mind like the ringing of a million klaxon alarms. ‘YOU’RE FUCKED!’

“Yes, thank you,” I muttered. A large chunk the size of a matchbox broke away from the star iron manacle. Like the tide washing in, I felt Oblivion’s presence surging within the shaky foundations of his prison. His release was all but certain, and in less time than expected.

Double fucked.

Ancient ships continued to fall out of the Void, punching holes in the blazing sky, thousands becoming tens of thousands, outnumbering us as promised. They were mostly the colour of dusty, old sandstone, though sleek in that regard, hints of contemporary design. These ships, the soldiers aboard (whatever they were, human, robot, or otherwise), had been trapped, imprisoned for at least ten thousand years. I knew not where, but it was my doing in the ruins of Atlantis that had freed this arsenal.

Yet free they were, and it would be against my fleet and my armies that Dusk would turn his intent and dark purpose. Never in my lifetime had I expected to see something so awe-inspiring, so fear-inducing, and so needlessly epic as the Peace Arsenal.

‘This is but a sliver,’ Oblivion said, and I was reminded that the Everlasting were bound to honesty. That they could not lie. ‘The true power is slow to awaken, but Lord Dusk has done well to release this vanguard. He planned on you being so foolish, Declan.’

I cursed below my breath, but Oblivion heard it and laughed again. Could his words have any truth to them? Had Dusk planned for me to get the upper hand, someway and somehow, over this last week? Perhaps he had considered it as a possibility, given my track record of pulling impossible victories out of my ass at the last minute, and so had made ready his attack. That felt too much like being outplayed. Hell, I hadn’t even known of the star iron manacle until it closed around my wrist. But Dusk had assumed.

Dusk played the game better than me.

And the Cascade Fleet was about to pay for my arrogance.

The forward ships in the Peace Arsenal engaged the nearest vessels from my fleet, firing strange and ancient weapons, laser cannons and pulsating missiles that moved impossibly fast. A wall of fire and death, glittering silently in space, and began to burn the Cascade Fleet from the sky.

The live count of that blinked destruction, unfortunately, was beamed directly into my HUD. In the space of thirty seconds I lost four hundred and twelve ships, crew close to twenty thousand men and women, before my ships began to fight back. In that half minute, I was now responsible for the biggest loss of Knight Infernal ships in history.

So much for my legacy.

I issued orders as fast as thought, firing the Blade of Spring’s complement of artillery as fast as it could be loaded. Thankfully, the Peace Arsenal ships burned just as easy as mine, but we were still outnumbered by several orders of magnitude, and still more dusty-yellow ships poured from the Void—a seemingly endless wave of reinforcements.

But after the initial attack, the ships pulled back. I pressed my advantage, though it didn’t feel like an advantage, and ordered the full attack. Thousands of my ships fired, blasting Peace Arsenal vessels from the heavens, but for every ship we destroyed a dozen took its place, a dozen times a dozen. We’d run out of missiles and power before making a dent in the mass of ships blotting out the interstellar clouds and swirling core of the galaxy.

“Your grace—Declan!” the young and grizzled crew member spoke up from the control consoles on the left. “We’re being hailed.”

I eased back on the attack, pulled my ships clear, creating a void between the Cascade Fleet and the Peace Arsenal of a few hundred kilometres. No distance at all on this scale. Below, the citadel, singed at the edges, shone with light as its damaged shields regenerated.

I sighed and, with a thought, acknowledged the hail and placed it on the forward viewing screens, already knowing what I would see.

My face appeared on the screens. The ugly, wasted, almost decaying version of my face. Shadowman.

And behind those bloodshot eyes, above that bloody, yellow-toothed grin?

Lord Hallowed Dusk.

“You’ve got the largest set of balls I’ve ever seen, kid,” he said, and threw back Shadowman’s head and laughed. That was the most relaxed I’d seen him ever since he floated all menacingly at Astoria’s funeral. Perhaps the bottle of blue liquor in his hand had something to do with it. His eyes spun, actually rotated in his head, like spinning tops.

“Oh,” Annie said and held her stomach. “That’s awful. I think I may be sick.”

“No one invited you to this party,” I said, aiming for bravado, but the band of sweat across my forehead gave me away. If Dusk attacked, if he unleashed the ships still pouring from the Void against me, it would be a short and swift battle—and the Knights Infernal would be destroyed.

This was it, the edge of the knife, and I had stumbled. Overplayed my hand.

There’s always a way out, whispered a voice in my mind.

‘No there isn’t, not this time,’ whispered the other, actual voice in my mind. Oblivion.

You’ve survived against odds as dire as this—not in the sheer numbers, of course—but when all looked lost, when all seemed ruin… you’ve survived.

“That island-citadel is an abomination that needs cleansing,” I said, sending orders and thoughts as fast as I could. Spread out, make yourselves less of a target. Be ready to fire and be ready to retreat.

“Hey now,” Dusk said, pouting, “you’re talking about my home. I was born down there, Declan. As such, I take this attack personally.”

“But you’re not surprised,” I said, as much a play for time as anything.

Dusk shrugged a shoulder, covered in a torn piece of an old waistcoat. Blood and whisky stained that coat. He had had an interesting week, I was sure.

“No, not surprised. You’ve proven yourself resourceful in the past. I assumed Oblivion would stumble, fail to foresee your potential… in his arrogance.”

Oblivion growled deep and low in the back of my mind.

“How did he do it?” Dusk asked.

“Ne’er you mind.”

Dusk searched my eyes and shrugged again. “No consequence, I suppose. As you can see, your grace, you are outnumbered and outplayed. Oh, the Shadowman is howling in my head right now. Trying to distract me. Despite your differences, which is honestly absurd, he doesn’t want to see you destroyed. Well, destroyed by me at the least.”

“Those are some pretty ships you got there, mate.” A desperate plan had occurred to me—a way to make the best of a bad situation. But even I, with all my foolishness, didn’t quite have the nerve…

“You like them?” Dusk laughed. “You released them from their slumber. They were trapped in a pocket universe, lost forever. Only the Roseblade and the Shadowless Arbiter could have unleashed them. Something to do with fate, you think? No, me neither. Our battles, Declan, you against the Everlasting, span time as well as space. I’ve concluded we’re just playing against moves we’ve made in the future and the past. Some you win, most you lose.”

Damn it all, I’d come to the same conclusion. It irked me not to be the cleverest person in the universe.

“What now?” I asked. Never one to delay the inevitable, my ships were in optimum position, and giving Dusk more time to bring in more ships would only serve to doom us all the quicker.

“You attacked my home,” Dusk said, and in this his tone was deadly serious. “I will reciprocate, of course. I will destroy the Cascade Fleet and then I will blacken the skies above Ascension City with my Arsenal. Then the real fun will begin. I hope you’re still alive to see it.”

He laughed.

And I decided I did have the nerve for my desperate plan, after all.

The screen panned out from Shadowman and showed me the entire bridge of his command ship. Much like mine, we were twins here as well, he revealed a bridge full of uniformed soldiers. One thing stood out to me, though, and pieces of a very old puzzle fell into place within my mind. The crew manning Dusk’s ship were blue and purple, their skin various hues of azure and cerulean. And their eyes, though hard to see, were the colour of swirling opals.

I’d seen that before, more than once, though rarely.

The Vale.

The Builders.

Tylia, one of the last of her kind, had told me that the Vale—her race, humanoid but different—had been lost in a monumental Voidflood. Their world had simply been swept away, melted into the nothingness between universes. Only remnants, ragged strays, had survived. Like Tylia, who had washed up in Atlantis.

Did the Vale build the Peace Arsenal?

The Vale had existed before humans, but not before the Everlasting. They had built the grand, obsidian towers in places such as Atlantis, the Atlas Lexicon on True Earth, and the Fae Palace in Ascension City. The Vale Atlantia, the Vale Celestia, and the Vale Crystalis. Three towers I had visited in my time, three towers of monumental power and influence across the Story Thread.

And here they were now. Hundreds of thousands of Vale under the thrall of the Everlasting. Did they serve willingly? Was there some dark purpose at work here? The Vale I had met were kind, caring, even… human.

“Tal,” I said slowly, carefully. “When you fled from Riverwood Plaza after Oblivion seized me, where did you take Tylia?”

Tal bit her lip and danced from foot to foot, a hand on the hilt of her sword. “Meadow Gate, at first, but she vanished in the night. We lost her, Declan. I’m sorry.”

“No matter,” I said, and meant it. Having Tylia there would have helped resolve this current predicament, provided insight, and I should have anticipated… well, not this exactly, but needing her close. She had transported Oblivion across time and space, after all, and helped him blow up my bookshop, trick me into becoming his puppet.

Actually, I didn’t know if Tylia was my friend, all things considered. If the actions of the Vale on the screen were any indication, she may have been my enemy.

That made me sad—we had been friends, I thought, in Atlantis. Though what had she said about Scarred Axis, who had been partially masquerading as Forge Master of the Vale Celestia at the time?

”I am the last of my kind, Declan,” Tylia said, after considering my questions for a good half minute. “My world was claimed by nothingness, borne on the wings of an immortal monstrosity.”

That piqued my interest. I knew three short of a dozen ‘immortal monstrosities’. The Everlasting. “What happened?”

”My race, the Vale, built the Vale Atlantia in Atlantis, where the city found its name. We shaped the earth of this world, and built the Vale Celestia here at the university. You are human and can control Will light. I am Vale—and I am Will light. We are bonded to the unseen rivers that turn the universe.”

”And you’re the last.”

”I am the last. Darkness ate my world. I was just a child of five and remember little.” She brushed a loose strand of hair back behind her ear. Her blue skin seemed to shimmer in the light of the gemstone planetoids far above. “The stars went out, Declan. The land simple disintegrated. I was torn from my mother’s arms and when I awoke all were dead and I was here, alone in the Vale Celestia.”

”A Voidflood,” I said quietly and cursed the word. A Voidflood could happen when the Willful, the rare few strong enough, tore open a hole into the space between universes. We did that all the time, travelling between worlds, but if control were lost… severed… if the intent turned malicious. Well, I’d seen what happened to Tylia’s people, the Vale, first-hand. Hell, I’d been responsible for minor floods—recently in the storm clouds of Jupiter to cast Scarred Axis and the Shadowman, my rebellious shadow, into the Void.

”I have been a ward of the Vale Celestia ever since,” Tylia said simply. “Alone, but alive, I carry the legacy of my people.”

”If you survived, perhaps more of your race did,” I said, not with much in the way of hope or enthusiasm in my voice. Surviving a Voidflood was impossible. Tylia was merely the exception to prove the rule. And the look she gave me said she thought the same.

”Our world shared trade with Atlantis, with your True Earth, as you call it. We were not of the worlds written into existence by the Willful. We existed before humans started to shape the universe with their words. If any had survived, they would have travelled here by now.”

”You don’t remember how you made it through the Void?”

Tylia shook her head and gestured at the awesome sky. “I felt the darkness, I blinked, and then I woke here in this forest under the sky. I remember staring at the moons for so long, before Forge Master Alexas found me.”

The Void spat her out. The odds of surviving being cast into the Void were so small as to be non-existent. The odds were better on firing an arrow, blindfolded and dizzy, from one end of the solar system to the other and hitting a target smaller than the head of a pin. No, the odds were worse than that. She had spun through the Void and somehow hit a target. A living, breathing world.

Tylia had said that Axis—Forge Master Alexas, that was—had found her after the annihilation of her world.

Only, I thought now, looking out at fifty thousand goddamn Vale ships under the command of the Everlasting, perhaps she had been misled, or outright lied to me. The Vale may have vanished in a Voidflood, their worlds destroyed forever and beyond salvation, but I was staring at millions of them, if each of those ships were fully manned.

“Your move, Declan,” Dusk said. “Should I make it for you?”

“Declan,” Tal said. “That’s a lot of ships.”

“Retreat through the Void,” I said, commanding it with the neural crown to the Cascade Fleet. Already the debris field from my fallen ships was too extensive. Dusk laughed and nodded, almost dancing on the spot, as I made the only move he thought I had. Keep dancing, asshole. “All of you, retreat back to Ascension City and form a defensive net around the planet. Expect an attack. This is my order as your king—defend Ascension City!”

“Declan,” Annie noticed, “we’re not retreating.”

“Nope, we’re not,” I growled, and engaged the fusion engines on my ship. “Like always, we’re going to solve this dilemma our damn selves, Annie.”

Dusk frowned a split second before his hail disappeared from our viewing screens. The expansive view of the citadel and the impossible number of vessels returned in full. I piloted us directly toward it.

As the Cascade Fleet retreated, thousands of ships surging back through the Void, through the strewn wreckage of thousands more, escaping the maelstrom, the sky on fire, I commanded the Blade of Spring forward against the Citadel of the Everlasting.

I ordered the evacuation of the Blade of Spring.

“All hands, abandon ship,” I said. “Knights, use your tomes to flee across the Story Thread now. Take as many with you as you can manage. The rest of you, I’m sorry, but it’s the shuttles and the escape capsules. Go, go now. You’ve less than three minutes before there won’t be a ship to stand on.”

The escape capsules were not necessarily a death sentence, but it would be a bumpy ride. Most of the crew could squeeze onto the shuttles and escape across the Void, but hundreds would be shot out into space and the capsules would have to find the nearest safe territory. Retrieval squads from the fleet would pursue them through space, but I didn’t like their chances this close to the citadel or the armada of ships in the Peace Arsenal.

“Declan,” Tal said slowly, as the crew abandoned their posts, pale faced and afraid, almost eager to be away from me and my catching madness. “What in the name of sanity are you doing?”

I leaned forward in my chair and steepled my hands together, resting my chin on my fingers. The Blade of Spring tore through the wreckage and carnage of the sky on fire, the ship’s shields taking one helluva battering from the debris and the enemy weapon’s fire as Dusk caught on and targeted me. It didn’t matter. Through the chaos, I glimpsed the scorched citadel, smoke and ruin rising in lazy curls from the minor damage the Cascade Fleet had been able to inflict. It wasn’t enough damage, but this…

…this will be.

I let Oblivion glimpse my plan and he snarled, fell back in shock, and then rallied his efforts once more against the prison holding him in place. Only the neural crown could save his home now, and I wasn’t about to let that happen.

“One minute,” I said to Tal and Annie. “Be ready to run. I’ve kept one shuttle aside, just for us. We’re going to need it.”

Dusk, whether through lucky guess work or just plain old planning for the worst-case scenario, had figured out my plan about thirty seconds after it was too late to stop it. The Peace Arsenal ships that had been pursuing my retreating fleet stopped in that pursuit, spun on a dime, and pursued the flaming hulk of the Blade of Spring.

In the neural net, my HUD display, I saw swarms, countless ships, more than the navigation and diagnostic console could keep up with, a heavy blob of red enemies, circle the Blade of Spring and fall upon her in fury. Dusk commanded them in kamikaze runs, hurling them into the hull.

They were too slow.

My ship cried out in protest, quaking with the impacts of cannon fire and missiles. The shields and armour plating ruptured and we were thrown across the bridge, me from the chair, Annie and Tal clinging to one another as they rolled and hit the control columns hard.

The viewing screen showed the citadel just below us, if ‘below’ was a direction in the emptiness of space, only hundreds of kilometres away now—no distance at all in deep space. I gave the control column a final command, activated a two-minute countdown on every missile still aboard the Blade of Spring, and then ripped the neural crown from my head and crushed it underfoot.

“The escape shuttle. Now!” I said, and helped Annie and Tal to their feet. Blood dripped into my eyes from a cut on my brow, trickled down my face, hot and coppery on my tongue.

Annie and Tal gazed at me, then past me to the viewing screen as the sharp, pointed nose of the Blade of Spring veered down toward the Citadel of the Everlasting—and the fusion engines cycled up to maximum speed.

“Oh, shit,” Annie said, and burst out laughing. “We’re going to crash.”

“On purpose,” Tal whispered. “Only you, Declan. Only you…”

“We’ve got less than a minute. RUN!” I thrust them toward the gravity elevators and slammed my fist into the panel of buttons, hitting the one for the shuttle bay. We shot down through the Blade of Spring, flashing past abandoned floors. Thankfully, the crew had escaped. Most of them, anyway. Those who had been left with the capsules were target practice, but I hoped what was about to happen would buy them some time.

Annie, Tal, and I dashed along the metal walkways from the lift and entered the last and lonely shuttle in the bays at the aft of the Blade of Spring.

“Sit,” I commanded and pushed a big red button on the control column. The shuttle doors hissed closed and the craft simply dropped from the Blade of Spring, clean through the energy shield protecting the bay from the vacuum of space, the controls coming online in an instant.

I seized the controls and steered us down and away from the bulk of the crashing ship. Her engines, at full blast, scorched the outer hull of shuttle and sent us shaking through her wake.

Below the main battle, tens of thousands of ships blasting away at the Blade of Spring, I turned the shuttle in time for us to stare up at her impact against the citadel. Given another minute, maybe even less, the Peace Arsenal would have been able to break apart the grandest ship ever built by the Knights Infernal and prevent the impact. But I hadn’t allowed them that minute.

Blazing with pockmarks and wounds, vast sections of the ship tearing away, her main weight still intact, the Blade of Spring struck the Everlasting’s home at the point where the crystal bridge met the bulk of the island—against those impressive golden gates held within the obsidian black-glass archway.

‘NO!’ Oblivion roared.

“I told you this would happen,” I said. “I warned you to let me go, or this would be the cost. I’m many things, Oblivion, few of them kind, but I keep my word.”

Oblivion’s raw shock, his hate, even a touch of fear, was finer than any glass of scotch. For a moment, just a moment, he was at a loss. If I died right then, that moment of bliss would have been enough to sate me in this life.

The Blade of Spring crashed into the Citadel of the Everlasting and was consumed by fire and crushed under the bulk of its own weight and speed. Alongside that, as the countdown ticked to zero, the missiles in their tubes, unfired but armed before we abandoned ship, detonated simultaneously.

Five hundred glorious explosions, each one enough to annihilate a city, swept across the citadel in a wave building on itself around the island. Whatever archaic protections and ancient shields protected the citadel, if it could survive this chain reaction of destruction then I had no business being here in the first place, but already I could see my work was bearing fruit.

The shuttle shook from the detonations, we were battered around space—the various controls and dials swept up into the red, splinters and cracks spread across the hull, but the shuttle held. Grand chunks of the crystal bridge shot past us—pieces of the citadel. The thousands of ships in the Peace Arsenal could only watch, stunned and afraid, I hoped, as the citadel crumbled and fell away.

“You burned my house,” I said to Oblivion, thinking of my poor little bookshop in Joondalup, on True Earth. “Fair turnaround, I’d say.”

Great swaths of the citadel held together once the light and fire from the explosions faded, but only for a moment, a desperate grasp on the edge of the cliff, but that hold was slick with blood, and the whole cacophony had ruptured.

It happened almost in slow motion, the island-citadel crumbled, split into chunks hundreds of metres across, and along those fracture lines burst white light, a deathly radiance from within.

I checked the small kitchenette at the rear of the shuttle and found a bottle of relatively cheap and nasty vodka—a bit of in-flight entertainment for the king. It didn’t matter, so long as the percentage on the bottle was north of forty. I cracked the seal and took a long, healthy swig, saluting the destruction. Both Annie and Tal helped themselves to a gulp, partly to stop me from necking the lot of it, I imagine.

“This is insane, Declan,” Annie whispered. Her hand hadn’t left the hilt of her revolver. “I think I’d like to go home now.”

I nodded. “Tal will see you home safe. This shuttle can jump back to True Earth easily enough.”

Tal eyed me askance. “Are you OK?” She shook her head and answered her own question. “Well, no, you’re not. But are you… sure?”

I retrieved the bottle and gulped more vodka. What had to happen next was going to hurt. I didn’t want to be sober for it.

“I’ve got a plan,” I said. “It’s a shitty plan, probably won’t work, but I’ve no other options.” I held up the star iron manacle, wholly white now like broken rock candy. “He’s about to get loose. Minutes, I’d say. You can’t be here when that happens. He’ll…” I sighed. “He’ll take your heads from your shoulders and eat your hearts.”

Out of the forward window, a chunk of the citadel fell past the shuttle—half a mile across, marble columns and alien trees aflame with irradiated fire. I raised my bottle and saluted its passing. Two salutes for a job well done.

“We did something good here,” I said. “Something… the Story Thread may never see again.”

“The Everlasting should never have made an enemy of you,” Tal said, and gave me a kiss goodbye. Softly, her sad smile to my lips, and that was farewell. After everything, after it all, we parted in love. I liked that.

Annie punched me in the arm. “You’re not giving up, are you?”

“No, not in the least.” I hugged her and let the bottle of vodka fall to the floor, let the poison spill across the fine carpets in the shuttle. “But this next bit, I won’t be me.”

Tal crossed her arms over her armoured chest. “How do you want to do this?”

The world spun a bit about my head, a little hazy at the edges. Fatigue and drink and the general onset of an Elder God about to overtake me in the fast lane. I’d given him a helluva race, though, even in this beat up old 4-cylinder ‘87 Astra I called a soul.

“I’ll step into the airlock, you hit the button and eject me into space,” I said. “Then don’t wait around—once Dusk knows I’m out of harm’s way, Astoria’s mantle safe, he’ll destroy the shuttle. Make the jump, True Earth or elsewhere, it doesn’t matter, just don’t be here.”

“When will we know if your plan…” Annie didn’t finish. She swallowed hard and then forced a smile onto her face. “Steak special at Paddy’s on Wednesday? They rebuilt in the months you were away in Atlantis, you know.”

Paddy’s. My favourite little Irish bar in Perth, just around the corner from my shop. “It’s a date, Brie. Wednesday at eight. I’ll wear that little red dress you like.”

Never one to drag out the inevitable (said the drunk who didn’t admit he had a problem for a decade), I nodded once to my friends and stepped to the back of the shuttle. Here I entered the small, three-person air lock, and sealed myself away from Annie and Tal in the main compartment. Behind me, the panelled and porthole’d door looked out on the vastness of the vacuum, deep space full of enemy craft and blazing pieces of their stronghold.

I pressed my palm flat against the interior door and then made a fist. Both Annie and Tal bumped it, and then Annie looked away as Tal gave me another sad smile and hit the ‘Eject’ button on the panel next to the door.

I was sucked out in breathless silence into the arrogant cold of vacuum. I spun without purpose, without shield or hope. If I died out here, drifted endlessly, would Oblivion be trapped with me? Somehow, I doubted it.

As I spun, gentle cartwheels, five seconds became ten, the capillaries in my eyes bursting, a rime of ice settling on my clothes and skin. As King of the Knights Infernal, the Shadowless Arbiter, the Everlasting’s Bane (no, that last one didn’t work), I saw the shuttle veer away and then disappear sideways into an interdimensional tear, into the Void—Annie and Tal, safely away.

Only then did I concentrate, focus on the near-defunct band of star iron around my wrist. Here I considered, brought my free arm around and touched the cracked manacle. It only took a touch, a delicate tap of my index finger, and the manacle shattered and fell away in a thousand splintered pieces.

Oblivion did not hesitate. He surged forward across my mind, the walls of his prison disappearing in an instant, and sent me spinning back into the brig, taking control anew. As the Peace Arsenal swarmed around us, his home falling from the heavens, Lord Oblivion saved my life.

I was, after all, still of value. I was heir to Fair Astoria, father to her child. I was also, assuredly, if I hadn’t been already, top of the Everlasting’s shit list after this latest awesome insult. Word would spread across the Story Thread—the Knights Infernal, with Declan Hale as their king, had dealt a sure and devastating blow against the Everlasting.

More than that, I’d proven them real—proper, damned evidence in the form of their home. If that didn’t get people to sit up and notice, then nothing would and let the Void claim me.

That proof alone would secure my reign on the Dragon Throne, though with me gone and no one to defend it, I imagined Jon Faraday would reclaim it in the next day or two. Should’ve chopped his head off, though I don’t think we’ve an axe sharp enough to get through his thick neck. So be it. I hadn’t wanted the throne the way I had gotten it anyway. Tainted by the Everlasting.

Oblivion cast quickly to save my life, tangents of Will and light to protect his vessel. He shielded us against the emptiness of the vacuum and then set his sights on Dusk’s command ship, hovering a few thousand kilometres away above the ruin of the citadel. That bastard with all his power and ships only able to watch, helpless and, I hoped, afraid.

‘He’s not going to be happy to see you,’ I said. ‘Look what you let happen.’

Oblivion slammed me back hard into the deepest, darkest corner of my mind. He turned off the lights, shut away all sensory input, cast me deaf and blind in to the cavernous, endless emptiness of my own mind.

So be it. I’d earned a nap.


THE THIRD INCONVENIENT FUNERAL

Words on the page have always been the cruellest way humanity wounds itself. Fiction, worst of all. Stories with narrative, with a plan and meaning, structure and resolution. Stories so well ordered and consuming that they evolve into dark realisations against the great god Delusion. Realisations that cripple the very core of human nature and glimpse at the rampant, cold indifference of the universe.

Such a glimpse can be sobering—far too sobering for the mind to confront for long. So best we read these stories with bottle in hand and an active shield of spirits to put our delusional perspective right again. The canvas of reality is nothing but a single, frayed thread of story suspended above a void of apathy. And the masses pray at the Altar of Single Malt because the core edict, the promise, of faith in Delusion is as persuasive as any god or religion of man: the belief that we can be loved in a loveless universe.

~Billy St. Claire
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

A TIME TO RUN, A TIME TO CRAWL

‘Walkin’ through this world all alone, just me and my six-string, hustlin’ pool and earnin’ my crust. Almost sounds romantic, when you put it that way’

The time I spent alone in the utter emptiness of the darkest corner of my mind, a space devoid of any sensory input, merely an anti-space, a glum nothing akin to the Void itself, gave me time to think, which after the week I’d had, was more than welcome.

How much time, I couldn’t say, as minutes could be days in that space, hours turned to weeks, and weeks to years. An exponential awareness of time passing in a space entirely devoid of something so petty as time was a tough one to get my head around, and I was trying to get my head around it inside my own head as a bundle of thoughts and something resembling consciousness… bah, fuck it. If there was a point or rhyme to the reason, I couldn’t figure it out, and I had a sneaking suspicion I wasn’t supposed to figure out—that some things, some moments, are averse to such introspection.

Keep it simple, stupid. KISS.

I floated in a dark room without a light switch.

As usual, I made the worst of a bad situation and stewed on my regrets, my vices, the multitude of mistakes I had made and great swaths of the Cascade Fleet destroyed, all the women I still needed to tell that I loved and so ensure their destruction.

I thought about winning the lottery and retiring to my own private island.

I thought about getting in shape for summer and hitting the beach. Girls in their bikinis, man.

I thought about writing a novel, and wondered if it was ever possible to get the words on the page as shiny as they appeared in my head.

I spent some time plotting the future, should I survive, and working on my dark and terrible plans for the Everlasting, for the Knights and the Dragon Throne. I thought on Atlantis, the route through the Void that led ten thousand years into the past, my home away from home, a place infested with the Everlasting before they truly knew me. So much that I’ve still got to learn, I thought. They were vulnerable there, but most of them were still around in the here and now, which meant long plans needed to be lain in such a way that I could attack them ahead of now. Such plans had, fortuitously, destroyed Dread Ash—but that was more luck than planning, more surprise than circumstance.

Hell, I had more success when I didn’t know there was a plan—such as with the surprise manacle in the Dragon Throne.

My wrist, the mindful representation of my wrist, felt bare without the star iron manacle I’d only worn for the best part of thirty-six hours. If I was to believe the note, the manacle had been planted in the Dragon Throne by me… in the future, which meant I still had some living to do, didn’t it? Or could the canvas be torn a new paradox and send this whole sordid adventure spinning into the could-have-been? I feared it could. The Story Thread was elastic, it could bend, it could twist, and at the last—it could snap.

All my life, the wars and battles, the enemies and challenges, it was all connected around that worn elastic. Through time and circumstance and the machinations of people and gods who thought they knew better, every moment was connected to the past and the future. To those who arguably did know better. None more so than myself, it seemed, and who better to hate for my choices than myself? None. No one.

I was responsible. Keep it simple, stupid.

In that empty space, that dark room with no light switch, I created memories. Illusions and visions, those memories, but frighteningly vivid and real. I strung my thoughts on the vast blackness like moving paintings in an art gallery. Here I pieced the puzzle together, in perfect, undisturbed stillness, a chance to reflect. Here I recalled the horrendous and the absurd, the kind and the lovely, the strongest and most suspicious memories in my life, and looked for patterns.

There’s nothing I can do, I thought. But see it through.

Death wasn’t even a guarantee, as I strung the memories from the ruins of Atlantis, dying with a piece of celestial illusion, a petal of the Infernal Clock, in my heart, next to all that had followed, the adventures and the trials—my fights against the Everlasting, the blades and weapons I had used to terrible effectiveness, and all those that had fallen for my doing what I believed to be right.

When placed in order, when looked at from within and without, abstract, as if searching through old photographs, patterns did emerge. Some of it seemed far too convenient, like the most poorly written of stories, a deus ex machina or two here, one over there, a lazy relic from lost Atlantis to save the day…

And the star iron manacle in the Dragon Throne.

I kept coming back to that, again and again. It was a broken pivot upon which the rest of this mess and maelstrom swung in the wind, like a rusted old garden gate.

The only conclusion I could draw from the just-so-happens and the luck-would-have-its of my life, was that someone, perhaps myself from the future, perhaps not, wanted me alive for something—some unimaginable final battle, no doubt, fought across the breadth of the galaxy and on such a scale as to be utterly meaningless. And the Everlasting mere hurdles, speedbumps in the road, of getting me there alive—not necessarily sane and in one piece—but alive, to that final destination, that apocalyptic endgame.

Am I arrogant enough to think myself so important?

After everything, the answer to that was easy: Yes.

Everyone liked to think their life had meaning, some sort of purpose. Maybe I was wrong, but I didn’t think so—too many coincidences, too many contrived and easy narratives, rife with love interests and witty sidekicks had followed me across time. Hell, as a character, I was just flawed enough to be interesting without getting overburdened with sadness. A touch of the heroic, a dash of alcoholism, regrets and resolves, and it was almost, when angled right, compelling enough to be read. The cover art would have to be good, though.

The Story Thread was just a collection of books—every book ever written happened, every story ever told exists—was I just one more in the mix? That was a consideration that could spiral forever, chicken and egg bullshit, living in a simulation… It didn’t help me now, didn’t change anything. And rang false. Not entirely false, but not overflowing in truth either.

Entire worlds, countless cities and lives, fleets of ships lost in my wake… and for what?

I was still missing a lot of the puzzle, grand pieces of the future. I’d been given glimpses: from Emily playing pretend to vague hints, and outright helping hands, of my future. But nothing certain.

Creatures beyond the Void, I thought. The Everlasting believed it. Believed there was more to this existence than even our wildest imaginings had conceived. I’d been in their minds and they in mine. The Everlasting believed in some threat beyond the Void, which was a corruption of everything I held true about the nature of reality, and, in this case, the not-reality of the Void.

But the hell of it was, I could believe it. It was all too easy to believe. But accept… that was something else entirely. Show me the eldritch and Lovecraftian horror from beyond the vast empty nothing and I’ll accept it as real. Not before.

Which was the same thinking the Knights Infernal had used against my claims and yammerings that the Everlasting were real and loosed upon creation. But, hell, I’d had the scars to prove it.

I sighed and put that aside for now. I didn’t have enough information, enough memory pictures or old reels of film, to draw any safe or sure conclusions there—just vaguer than vague guesswork.

I could use a drink, I thought, and for a wonder a frosty glass of foamy beer appeared next to me in that dead space, a golden lager like something out of a fairy-tale. I reached out with an arm I hadn’t had a moment ago in that empty space and the glass was cold against my palm and fingers. I shrugged and took a long sip, the foam forming a moustache on my upper lip. Above me, immeasurably distant, a crack appeared in the darkness. A sharp lightning strike of white light. Something sure and certain and… just a feeling, dangerous.

“Nice beer,” I said, to see if I had a mouth and ears in which to speak and hear. I did. The endless black nothing solidified a touch more, became a simple chamber much like the quarters in the Fae Palace I had spent all of about five hours in as king.

A comfortable couch appeared beneath me and I sat back into it, lager in hand, the memory pictures reverted to a wall interface screen, jumbled pictures like a presentation board. I sighed against the leather couch, a warm breeze blowing in through the open windows—and beyond the window, golden fields of white roses at sunset. The scent of those flowers helped me relax.

Was this my mind’s eye? My idea of a place to relax? If so, it was nice. I felt at home—better, I felt at ease, which was rarer than a blue moon in my line of work.

Here I spent the next few hours, for time became much more certain with context, with a setting—and the old grandfather clock, pendulum swinging away, against the wall helped, too. Hours to me, anyway. Given the depths of the mind, hours in here could still have been seconds or minutes out in reality, where dark work was underway. Oblivion may not even have boarded the Peace Arsenal mothership yet. We could still be all kinds of vacuum-fucked.

Eh, at least there was beer.

And time to reflect.

*~*~*~*

It was almost a shame when reality came crashing back in, full of that dark purpose I’d imagined, what with all its problems and ghosts and demons—and Elder Gods, of course.

The construct in my mind’s mind, the opulent quarters and the booze, was torn away as if caught in the path of a tornado, and I was left once more in the dull grey-metal brig, the true cell in the back of my mind, looking out with my doubled senses through my mind and my body.

Oblivion was still in control.

With the taste of imaginary beer still on my lips, I stood in the cell and leaned back against the wall. I missed being in control, but the time I’d spent in reflection—hours and days inside my own mind—had given me a sort of inner peace. Those yoga and meditation folk may have been on to something after all. Oh hell, I’d gone from sober to even considering living healthily. I truly was beginning to think I’d live to see my thirtieth birthday, and the prospect of a whole new decade of this shit was truly depressing.

Such unexpected horrors. I needed a resolution for when I hit that milestone in the next two years. Perhaps no more Everlasting, no more wars and fighting. Two years to rid the Story Thread of seven gods that had existed when the universe was young, and not to mention their somewhat immortal and scary powerful parents. Lovely Saturnia and coffee-crema coloured Quirinus. Bah, a tall order, but I’d had tall before.

Oblivion and I stood about where I’d expected we would be standing—on the bridge of the Peace Arsenal’s mothership, the one Dusk had contacted me from aboard the Blade of Spring, moments before I shoved that ship into his home in a hellfire storm.

Lord Hallowed Dusk, oldest and cruellest, sat tall and grim on the throne-like chair, pretentious some could say, surrounded by scurrying Vale—dull eyed yet resolute, as if they had all been sleeping not too long ago. Thinking on how the Peace Arsenal had been unleashed, I suppose it wasn’t unlikely they had all awoken after a long hibernation, a slumber… what’s the word? Suspended animation. That sounded suitably sci-fi.

Using the edge of my vision, I beheld the ruins of the citadel out of the forward viewing windows. The island still burned, what chunks of it remained whole, and that made me smile. The Peace Arsenal ship hovered above the ruins, and I could glimpse a few of those impressive statues of the Everlasting tumbling in dismayed gravity spirals. One of them was Emily’s—Astoria’s, that is—shrouded in dark. The rest was ruin, aflame, and breaking apart.

So barely any time had passed out here in reality. Minutes, a half hour at most. Oblivion still had frost on my hands, my fingernails bruised and blue, from the swim through the vacuum of space. Good then. All my reflection and plotting in the depths of my mind hadn’t been time wasted. It had been time gained. I almost felt refreshed, though I’m sure that wouldn’t last for long.

“I wish I could understand,” Dusk said, wearing Shadowman’s husk, my ragged soul, like a suit of armour upon that yellow-stoned throne. “Just how, after everything, the deaths of our sisters least of all, you keep underestimating Declan Hale. The Shadowless Arbiter, brother, has played us all for fools again.”

Oblivion grunted and slashed his hand down through the air. “He had help from the future. How was I to anticipate a method to waylay and even overcome our possession was possible. Such a thing has never occurred in all our long history—”

“It’s your role to anticipate,” Dusk snapped and slammed his fist into the arm of the throne. The ship shook around him, the black-uniformed and blue-skinned Vale stumbling across the bridge. “Are you Everlasting or man, Oblivion? Elder God or babe sucking at the teat, hmm?”

Oblivion had been sore with me, cross and angry, but the bubbling rage I felt from him in that moment eclipsed even the tempered ire I had sensed when I’d reclaimed my body, or when I’d piloted the Blade of Spring into the citadel. My most recent of victories, if one were keeping score, and at times I feared one were not. But here was sibling rivalry on a scale that defied the perception of us mere mortals. An anger that had festered for aeons, and grown rancid in that time. Oblivion, if he could, would have annihilated Dusk from existence.

And the glint in Dusk’s eyes, the smirk on his lips, told me that the oldest of the Elder Gods knew it, too. He had Oblivion’s number, had it from the start—however many billions of years ago that start had been.

‘He plays you like a guitar,’ I said, having been given sight and sound again, my senses once more intact. ‘Plucks at your strings.’

You will be silent or you will be silenced, he growled and, hoo-boy, did he mean it.

I was no fool—well, arguable, I know—but I knew when to hold the few cards I had close to my chest. I shut my clap. Dealer on an ace, me sitting on a shitty fifteen. Face card all but guaranteed to screw me over either way.

“Word of this will spread,” Dusk said. “Our brothers and sisters will be furious. We are a joke, incapable of stopping a swarm of humans from destroying our fortress. Not even that, in the end, but one human. The one who has shamed us most. King Declan Hale. The old enemies, those banished to the darkest corners of existence, will see this as weakness, will turn their gaze back toward the Everlasting. The Creation War renewed, Oblivion. Mark my words, this is only the beginning. The wheel turns and grinds us into the mud.”

He wasn’t talking about the threat from beyond the Void this time—but something else, someone else, a whole bunch of someone elses, perhaps. Broken quill, just how many strongholds of power and ancient menace could the damn Story Thread hold?

I knew the answer to that, of course, as did every Knight Infernal. The Story Thread could hold as many as could be imagined, and even a handful that couldn’t be imagined. Dusk was considering the latter, I was sure.

“Our enemies are few, scattered, and wouldn’t dare,” Oblivion said, though he sounded less than certain.

“Think on it, you fool,” Dusk spat. “Two of the Everlasting have fallen, their mantles of power misspent, and now the Citadel, the first bastion of light in the vortex and turmoil following creation itself, has fallen. We are not just seen as weak, we have become weak—and this was all achieved by your vessel. By one man. What would the Endless Night and its army of Abstracts think of this? What of the Idol Frost remnants? The Serenaded Abyss? Bah!” He threw up his hands and spat at his feet. “Innumerable poetic horrors I could name, all far more cunning and desperate than Declan Hale, and they will see this as signal to attack. Our plans for nought but to unite our enemies against us!”

Glimpses of the named horrors flashed through Oblivion’s—and therefore, mine—mind. I only caught glimmers, like camera flashes in the dark, but glimmers were enough. I saw terrors and repulsions I would never have conceived on my own, ancient and cruel, against everything living and thus must be fought. And I saw that Oblivion and the other Everlasting had stood against those horrors in the proto-era of creation, when all universes were new and everything was wild.

So long ago.

Nine heroes against the blight, before becoming blight themselves.

The Everlasting hadn’t stood to protect humanity and the other sentient races who strode in the light, such as the Vale, but they had protected us by protecting themselves and what they viewed as their rightful ownership of the Story Thread. The Elder Gods and their armies had fought back the wildness of a directionless whirlpool, the screaming magic and substance of the Story Thread born into existence.

And they had won—they had fought for thousands of years, faced behemoths and demons, things that could rightly be called monsters, the original nastiness, and they had either destroyed or driven these beasts so far into the depths of the Story Thread or into the Void that humanity had had its chance to exist.

To flourish.

’Spread like a virus,’ Oblivion snapped.

I ignored him.

In their own way, for their own ends, the Everlasting had been the original Knights Infernal. The original protectors of the Story Thread.

And in my own way, I had been nothing but a hindrance to what was, back in their day, a pretty decent and effective force for control and sanity in an insane time.

You see now? Oblivion asked. He sounded tired. You see what you have don—

‘This changes nothing,’ I snarled. Double down, split the aces, put a chip on perfect pairs, never let them see you blink, god forbid ever letting them see you cry, sick as cancer, it’s never sweater weather. ‘A thousand good deeds, saving the universe and creation a million times over, the good you’ve done… is outweighed and overshadowed alone by what you did to Tal Levy.’ I came to a decision then, one I’d made a long time ago, really. One I’d enforced today, and the day Annie and I killed Dread Ashaya. ‘You are abhorrent to me. And I will end you all.’

And this time, for the first time, I felt more than arrogance and disgust from Lord Oblivion of the Everlasting. As we stood aboard the Peace Arsenal flagship in orbit above the ruins of his home, as he thought on the deaths of his siblings, and all I had achieved, I felt him believe.

Just for a moment, just for the smallest instant between heartbeats, I felt the cruellest creature I’d ever known believe me. Much like that fear I’d revelled in when the citadel had fallen, I embraced that emotion—and I let Oblivion know I knew.

I laughed at him.

“What next?” he asked, and he spoke both to me and Dusk, it seemed.

He already had my answer.

Dusk rolled Shadowman’s eyes. “Hale threatening our destruction, I take it?”

“He is… adamant in his resolve, yes.”

“I almost admire that,” Dusk mused. “Almost.” He glanced sharply at Oblivion. “Can he hear me? Is he listening?”

“…Yes,” Oblivion said reluctantly. “I can seal him in darkness if you would prefer—”

“No, I want him to hear this.” Dusk, looking like the cat that got the cream… despite his pale and ruined face, my shadow’s face, grinned.

A heavy, pregnant pause hung in the air, almost as if the universe were holding its breath. An Everlasting looking so pleased with himself was never good—for anyone, least of all me, who they had begun to take somewhat seriously. I preferred it when I was constantly underestimated. That had come into question with Astoria’s death, and been wholly disavowed when we went two for two inside a year and ended Dread Ash.

“Detective Annie Brie,” Dusk said slowly, lazily, meeting my eyes—passing Oblivion and meeting my eyes. “She looked nice, standing next to you aboard that ship-turned-missile. She knows where to find our dear nephew, doesn’t she, Declan?”

Ah… shit.

‘Who told you that?’

Whether he heard me or read the look on Oblivion’s face, Dusk’s grin deepened. “Oh, that struck home, didn’t it? A blow far harsher than the one you’ve just dealt us.”

He waved to the giant pieces of ruin on fire out the front window, pieces of his home, as if they no longer mattered. Perhaps they didn’t, really. No less Everlasting for all my trouble. I’d won a set, not the game, and it was Dusk’s turn to serve.

‘You’ll never find her,’ I said, and didn’t believe it. ‘She’s too clever for you—and she’s protected. Annie drove the blade through Dread Ash’s heart, Dusk. She’s got a kill count when it comes to you Everlasting bastards. I’d leave her alone.’

“Quite so,” Dusk said, confirming that he could in fact hear me. “Which is why, my lord Oblivion, it shall be you who makes her talk—while Declan Hale gets to watch.”

Oblivion clenched his fists and I felt him find his even footing, his purpose, after the blow I’d struck against the citadel. He was no longer rattled, he was the Elder God again, unbowed and unbroken. I had seen what he’d done to Tal, I had seen his methods—indeed, he showed me some of them now, a highlight reel in my mind—promises of pain and torture for Annie Brie.

‘We’ll see,’ I said, mirroring his words to me from before the assault on his home. ‘Oh… we’ll see.’

These stupid bastards just kept giving me more reasons to fight.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE END OF EVERYTHING

‘I was doing just fine… then I thought of you. That same old hurt’

Oblivion left Dusk in command of the Peace Arsenal above the ruins of their ancestral home and fled across the Story Thread, free and easy without capsule, as was his way, dragging me with him. I used the word fled, thought it at him, because it irked the ageless bastard, and made me feel better despite my utter helplessness trapped back in the brig of my mind.

At best, I could hope for another miracle star iron manacle, but I didn’t think that was likely. I had to think on my options, on what I knew could and would work. As was now habit, I guarded these thoughts well—that vault of secrets, one secret less now that Dusk had rumbled Annie—but the only real weapon I had against the Everlasting, Oblivion in particular, possessed as I was in my own head.

I had time, a little time, so I had to do what I do best. I had to reminisce, had to be the Reminiscent Exile once again, and hope for a plan within the chaos.

The manacle was planted in the past, by your future self, I thought. Time travel—you know it’s possible, you’ve done it before, and more than once. Always to the past, days or millenniums, it doesn’t matter, you know it’s possible.

Could I swing that to my advantage? I felt sluggish and slow in my own head, a side effect of the week or so on the booze, no doubt. My brain cells weren’t firing on all cylinders. Hell, they hadn’t been for years, but I could be clever when I wanted to be. My cleverness had destroyed Dread Ash… sort of. I got real lucky there. But then I was real lucky, too. Such luck had kept me alive, one way or another, the dice tumbling around the cup for years after I should have fallen in one fight or another.

It was Oblivion’s influence as well as the booze. He was once again in control, and whatever I was trapped in my own head—soul and consciousness, little else without a body—it was slowly killing me. Tal had endured for half a decade, which just showed how much stronger than me she could be—she was.

Run, Tal. You and Annie run.

I didn’t doubt Oblivion would find them… eventually, even sooner rather than later. He was a relentless, sleepless god, and they were human. But strong. And would give him one helluva race, if I knew them at all.

Petals of the Infernal Clock, I thought, and that was the heart of any potential plan, wasn’t it? The only cards in the deck that mattered in this high-stakes game. With those petals, I could kill Everlasting. There were more than enough, double even, for every last one of the Elder Gods to be put in the ground. It was a beautiful irony that those petals could return humans to life, yet send immortals to their death. Again, it stank of someone being very clever a very long time ago, stank of a necessary balance.

Creatures of honesty, I heard Quirinus say, echoing around my mind’s mind.

When I had used the Roseblade to sever the Infernal Clock in the ruins of Atlantis-that-was, those petals had struck the obsidian spire of the Vale Atlantia and torn the pocket world around the city apart. The power unleashed had destroyed the reality of the place, forcing it from hiding and into reality.

Emily, Fair Astoria, had claimed the remnant petals as they fell from the Clock—all save one, which I had snatched and which Aloysius Jade, once my enemy, now somewhat an indifferent bastard, had used to bring me back to life after Morpheus Renegade (once considered my greatest enemy, though that was a lot of gods and demons ago) had gut-stabbed me with a poisoned blade. Later that year, Emily had slipped one of the petals into Annie’s jacket in the ruins of an interdimensional train station, knowing—again knowing the future—that it would be needed after we fought Scion and the youngest of the Everlasting killed my loyal and honest detective.

Where are the rest of those petals now?

If I had any hope of clearing this mess, any hope of getting out of this alive, it rested with those petals. Pure, concentrated celestial illusion, forged to purpose and promise. The Story Thread was vast, to put it mildly, and I couldn’t even begin to fathom where Emily would have hidden them…

I began to fathom anyway, because I had no other option.

I thought on those final moments inside the Degradation, the shield Oblivion had placed around the ruins of Atlantis, our dark bargain that had freed him and started this whole sordid mess, when the Infernal Clock was severed:

I shook away the vestiges of what the Clock had shown me. Eternity, or something like it. A glimpse of the infinite sadness made real. A glimpse of chaos unbound. The knowledge had almost driven me over the edge, screaming into the blissful nothing. But no—not yet.

Work still to be done, boss.

I may have been less than an insignificant speck on the face of an immense and cold universe, but I still found meaning, hidden in lost shadows and pieces of cake. I mattered to me. Tal mattered to me, what was left of her. Sweet Clare. There were people I cared for, people who had purpose. Sophie, Ethan, and Aaron, just to name a few. Emily Grace, back on True Earth, to name one more.

There may have been no meaning in the very large—existence was mindless chaos—but the Clock could not erase meaning from the very small.

I levelled the Roseblade against the golden-green stem of the Infernal Clock. The thud of rushed, clapping footsteps sounded behind me. A long, harrowing cry for mercy echoed throughout my skull. I heeded it not.

”No!” Morpheus Renegade bellowed across the vast plateau.

I severed the spine of all that ever was, and all that ever could be—born within those blasted, those awful, those dum-de-de-dum-dum… distant stars.

The Clock screamed as I cut it in half.

But then the Clock would, being the complainin’ fateful sumabitch that it was. I needed the petals—to bring Clare back—and severing the Clock was the only way to unmake the Degradation.

The scream rode the edge of the wind, and, for all I knew, echoed across the vast, bountiful realms of Forget. A near-silent scream of mercy unheeded, of regretful fury. The radiance of the petals seemed to die as my sword passed through the fragile, timeless stem.

I caught the Clock before it fell to the barren rock, while Tal’s terrible laughter echoed in my ears. The thorns cut my fingers and lacerated my palm. The pain stung like all hell, but considering the crime against creation I’d just committed, the pain was bearable.

The ground began to shake. Torrents of liquid flame burst forth through the dust across the harsh horizon, setting alight the blizzard of blossom petals. The sky ignited—a million million petals caught alight. The rose was heavier than it should have been—worlds heavier, boss. It shook in my grasp, in its death throes. I quickly sheathed the Roseblade to hold the Clock steady with both hands.

It was over and I had won. But the cost, as always, was a defeated victory. With Atlantis’s power source severed, the Degradation would disperse, there was that, and the Story Thread would recover, given enough time.

”You… you utter fool.”

I turned and stared at Morpheus Renegade. He was ashen and shaking, stumbling toward me with arms outstretched. Foamy blood and spit oozed from his mouth and ran down his chin. He was insane—I could sense it, smell it on him as if it were a disease. Perhaps I hadn’t beaten him here, after all. Perhaps travelling through the shield of Degradation had clawed his sanity away in one foul stroke.

Or perhaps…

”You touched it, didn’t you?” I asked, gesturing with the Infernal Clock. “It drove you mad.”

”Do you know what you’ve done? What you’ve unmade?” He drew a long, thin rapier from the sheath at his belt. His once-shiny armour was splattered with gore and coated in slick dust.

I raised a glowing palm. “Stop.”

His sword shimmered and thick coils of dark flame spun around the metal, narrowing to a slender point. “You think to command me, Hale? This is my city—that is my prize. Give it to me!”

He thrust his blade forward and a ball of crackling energy burst across the space between us. I waved my hand and deflected the bolt skywards, into the fray above. The burnt orange sky was tearing itself apart now, and glimpses of fresh blue firmament were seeping in. Atlantis was falling through time, as the Degradation died.

Renegade and I fought, moving back and forth across the plateau. In one hand, I held the Infernal Clock and in the other, a pool of luminescent smoke.

In my mind, there was only one thought, one urge: Kill.

Clare’s dried blood on my hands and in my clothes drove that urge.

I embraced it.

Renegade moved in close, swinging his slim sword and howling for my head. He closed the gap between us, making it next to impossible to fire off a shot of Will, as all my time was used to weave between his deadly blows. A large man, but old, Renegade used his size to force me toward the edge of the plateau.

I tried to redraw the Roseblade, but was too slow.

Renegade’s hand closed around my arm, and he pulled me harshly to the side as he reached for the crystal rose. I slammed my fist into his face, cracking my knuckles, and we separated. His blade cut a thin line through my shirt and across my chest. A line of blood blossomed through the fabric.

”Ha!” Renegade roared, sensing an advantage.

I ducked low as he swung in again, and I slammed the pommel of the Roseblade against his leg as I drew the crystal sword, dropping him onto one knee against the stone. He whipped his sword around, aiming for my neck, but I lunged back a step.

Our blades caught—the Roseblade cut through his weapon like a hot knife through butter.

His rapier shattered, and Renegade was left holding a hilt attached to a few inches of warped steel. He looked stunned.

I sensed my advantage—

Tal giggled.

—and drove the Roseblade through his chest plate and into his heart.

The enchanted sword slipped through the king with little resistance. I snarled, breathing hard, and forced the cool crystal to the hilt into his chest. Two feet of bloody blade thrust from his spine. Renegade fell back with me atop of him, driving us both down onto the plateau. The Roseblade cut through the stone and pinned him to the tower.

His arm, still clutching his ruined rapier, jerked up and pierced my belly with three inches of blunt, melted steel.

Oh.

A torrent of hot pain blossomed, like so many roses unfurling, and ran up my side.

Shit.

”That was for Clare…” I groaned, rolling off Renegade and pulling his broken rapier, embedded in my gut, with me.

I struggled a bit with the blade, but that only turned the stinging pain into something sharper, so I stopped.

I stood but immediately fell to my knees, as men pierced by swords are wont to do.

A glimmer of satisfaction seemed to shine in Morpheus Renegade’s eyes, and then nothing shone there, save the reflected bursts from the reality storm bombarding the city.

Grinning like a lunatic, Renegade died first, pierced upon the Roseblade atop the highest point of the highest tower in the Lost City of Atlantis.

”Good riddance,” I said and yanked his sword from my stomach with a cry that sent me reeling away across the plateau in blinding agony.

Wounded but still clutching the crystal rose, I watched Tal’s ghostly form approach me. Her smile was gentle and sure. Vicious rips in the very seams of reality crackled like lightning across the sky and through the burning ash fall. I was heading full circle toward death, the puzzle all but complete.

Tal half-caught me and half-dropped me on the very edge of the Infernal Clock’s ruined dais. I could see down over the edge, into the sharp vortexes—the reality storms. I was catching glimpses into the Void. Perhaps there would be nothing left, once the Degradation dispersed completely, and Atlantis was thrust back into proper time, onto the Plains of Perdition. That was a happy thought.

”Here you are at the end, Declan. Was it as good for you as it was for me?”

Her pale hands found their way to my side, attempting to stem the flow from the sword wound. My blood seeped through her flesh, slow but steady. I couldn’t look into her crimson orbs.

”Did you want this to happen?”

Lord Oblivion smiled through Tal’s eyes. “Now you’re catching on.”

I moaned and closed my eyes, still clutching the Clock which was supposed to grant eternal life. So why was I dying slowly with nothing but the shade of a lover and one of the Everlasting for company?

”Have I done more harm than good here today?” I asked the unseen god.

”That remains to be seen, Knight. You have forced change after ten thousand years of relentless stagnation. The barriers between Forget and True Earth should fall. Creatures not seen in the genuine universe since the Dawn of Moment are stirring.” It paused. “So you may rest now. Do not fight the eternal sleep. Die well in the knowledge that, for the smallest fraction of time, you held the greatest power in all creation. The power to destroy it.”

”I’d rather a glass of scotch, between you and me.” I tried to laugh but coughed up a little more blood instead. “Let me speak to her.”

Oblivion paused, perhaps contemplating my request. “As you wish.” Some of the blood seemed to fade from her eyes.

Tal stared at me and said nothing. Could she really hear me? Or was the Everlasting just playing games? After everything, did it make any difference if it was her or not? Tal’s death, my death, the battles lost and won. All things said and done, what could I possibly say that would hold even the smallest scrap of purpose or meaning? Goodbye, of course. Goodnight, sweetheart. We were just lonely rivers flowing to the sea, to the sea.

”Did you see a future for us, Tal?” I asked, but she only stared. “Did you see us waking up together? Smiling in the morning? Did you see us laughing and growing old? Did you see me loving you even more for every morning as the years flew past?” I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Boy, I sure did.”

A sigh that was more of a wince brought me close to tears.

”Please say something.”

An arc of wicked purple lightning tore the heavens apart.

”Oh well. Songbird, I love—”

Tal pressed an ethereal finger against my lips. Her eyes, the eyes of a Knight, blurred from harsh crimson to soft, pepper brown. For a heartbeat, or the moment between, she was mine again in mind, body, and soul.

”I know,” she whispered, and vanished like smoke on the wind.

All things said and done in truth.

The world didn’t end, after all, but that did not seem so important under the burning cobalt sky.

I played the whole thing on my internal film reel, the wall of the cell in my mind, trapped within my memory, played each moment of the whole dire affair. If nothing else, my possession and imprisonment allowed for crystal-clear recollection. I could hit play and watch it as I remembered it—as it had happened. No possibility of self-deception here. This death felt so long ago now, but was barely two years in time’s true measure, as they like to say at the Atlas Lexicon in Switzerland. There was something, something I had missed at the time, true measure or no, something important to now.

In my first few weeks in the past, in the vibrant city of Atlantis, after unleashing the Peace Arsenal, I had had a dream—a dream that was real, in a way. A dream of Clare Valentine, who had died hard under an army of vicious deadlings to get me through the Degradation. Necromancy, one of the unshakeable degradations of the universe. In that dream, Clare had told me… what had she said? I felt like it was connected to the here and now, as well. Her words. Or connected to what could be my only chance in this mess.

Felt like I could connect it, if that made sense.

”You’re running out of time,” she said and plucked another sunflower from the soil around her grave. “And you’re not paying attention. You’re missing the obvious.”

Missing the obvious. I did that frequently, it seemed.

Yes, I believed now that I had—but what was obvious to her was still a mystery to me. I played the next memory, the one where I died and Emily was revealed to me as the Immortal Queen of the Renegades—and, little did I know at the time—as one of the Everlasting and, despite her part in killing me, one of my greatest allies. Such was the convoluted nature of our entanglement, our affair, our love. Even in death, she was still helping me.

Dying alone now, I had time to think about all that happened. What made sense and what did not.

Lord Oblivion had played a long game, it seemed, forcing me back here with a need to destroy the Infernal Clock. I never would have done that five years ago, not for anything. But to stop the Degradation and save the Story Thread… The Everlasting had played me like a fiddle. I’d done exactly what It wanted. And now the consequences were unknown and unfathomable.

You have forced change…

I sure had.

The pain in my side was fatally grim but bearable. I had a view away to my left of the city, of the reality storm forcing it through the ruins of the Degradation and across time to the Plains of Perdition. All my work was undone, but for the right reasons. To my right, Morpheus Renegade still grinned at me from where he was pinned to the stone by the Roseblade.

”Quit smiling, you bastard.”

My vision blurred, but I caught movement from the far side of the plateau. I tried hard to focus. Someone, dressed all in white, emerged from the staircase that led down into the spire. A tall person, familiar.

She moved across the tower—purposeful, soundless footsteps—and paused when she reached Renegade. Carefully, she closed his eyes with her hand and ran her fingers along the golden hilt of the blade stuck through his heart, and then continued on to me.

I thought about playing dead, but I was close enough to the real thing to make little difference.

The Immortal Queen lowered herself to her knees next to me and brushed my blood-soaked fringe out of my eyes. She sighed and removed her mask.

”Oh… you bad girl.”

Beholding the face behind the porcelain, I felt all the blades—real and emotional—dig and twist just a little deeper. I was still alive enough to feel like an idiot.

”Would you like a sweet?” Emily Grace asked, offering me a bag of strawberry bonbons.

”No, thank you.” I took a shallow breath and kept a hand pressed against the wound in my side. “I’m sweet enough.”

”You killed my husband.”

”I told all of you that I would, in Ascension City.”

”Yes… but he has killed you, too.”

A lot of things fell into place, through the hazy pain. “I suppose you were the one who left Tales of Atlantis on the beach for me to find. Was it only half a week ago I watched you dance at Paddy’s? How did I not know it was you, Emily?”

The Immortal Queen shrugged as she rested one hand on the small roundness of her belly, her unborn son, if prophecy was to be believed. “You didn’t want me to be anything but what I was. A friend, someone to flirt with, and the promise of something more.” She tsked. “Declan, you don’t get to have that.”

”No, I suppose not.” I unclenched my fist and let the Infernal Clock fall. It struck the obsidian plateau with a dull chime. “Same old mistakes, hmm. Brand new ways. Like loving a woman you can’t have… hoping for a future that will never come.”

”The eternal trap of desire, yes?”

The Clock petals unfurled and fell from the bud of the flower like the shards of a broken glass. “Will you… will you take one of those to Clare Valentine? Bring her back, please. She didn’t deserve to die. Not like that.”

Emily glanced at the crystal flower stem, hunger in her eyes, and snatched it up. She stood, gazing just beyond me at the city ablaze, a mile below. “Is that what you want, Declan? A last request?”

Her face was blank—she may as well have been wearing her mask again. “It is,” I said carefully. “Please.”

She glanced back at Renegade, then back at me. “Then it gives me great pleasure to see you die unsatisfied, Shadowless.”

The Immortal Queen jammed her heel into my wound and, with a cry of exultant triumph, kicked me over the edge of the plateau and into the open air a mile above the burning city. Petals from the Infernal Clock scattered as I snatched at her foot and missed.

I fell.

I fell hard and fast, the wind rushing past my ears and stinging my eyes. Like a ragdoll, sodden and bloody, I fell through burning cherry blossoms riding the edge of the reality storms.

The ground rushed up to meet me in a final embrace—

A bolt of sizzling silver light, a strike from one of the tears in reality, struck me in the chest a split second before I was splattered in the dust. My entire form convulsed, and Atlantis disappeared.

The Void consumed me.

And there is was.

Trapped in my mind, a prisoner of Oblivion as much as Tal had been, I saw it. Saw what I’d missed. I blamed the booze. I’d been drinking heavily at the time, but there it was. The picture was obvious, all said and done.

The Dawn of Moment, I thought, and the eternal trap of desire.

Huh.

I may have a chance, after all.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

ANOTHER CRAZY DAY

‘So just drink the night away and forget about everything, he said, and then the conversation devolved from there—into an intense trumpet solo!’

I’d been thinking so hard on bending the future to my will, using the past and the path torn across the Void through to Atlantis ten thousand years ago, that I’d missed the obvious.

Quirinus and Saturnia had, in every conceivable way, given me the help I needed to defeat their children. Which was such an alien motivation that I couldn’t conceive of a possible reason for that help—I’d no doubt suffer for that lack of imagination down the road, but for now, I had to act. Had to influence, as best I could, Lord Oblivion of the Everlasting.

Fair Astoria’s mantle of power, my mantle, was a vast swath of territory within the Story Thread. Universes and worlds, rightful guardianship of those worlds, a resolve to stand as their protector.

That sounded pretty damned intimidating, but I was a Knight Infernal. I was king of the Knights Infernal, and I’d been protecting the Story Thread since before I needed to shave. So some ancient and powerful mantle had fallen on my shoulders? I already had any official stamp I needed in that regard, borne within the crest of the Knights Infernal.

Still, that mantle. I reached out to it now, broke my promise not to touch it, as easy as breathing, as easy as accessing my Will power, as easy as knocking back that first drink at the end of a long day (or the beginning of one), and embraced the responsibility.

In that illusion within my mind, that grey-metal cell with the dark windows and the cold floors, a book appeared in my lap. A heavy tome, creaky spine and scented like vanilla, mown grass, the earthy smell of old paper and parchment. The book was heavy, vast, weighted more than it should have been given that it wasn’t really there, but then things were getting pretty shaky in my mind now.

Cracks had appeared in the walls of the cell again, and dark-light, sort of a glowing oil, shone through the cracks. They were widening, rupturing, by the minute. I decided I needed to know what the hell was going on, so I asked.

‘What is that?’ I asked Oblivion.

The Elder God heard me and considered his response as we travelled across the Void. Inky blackness on all sides, but the path was clear. We were heading to True Earth, to the heart of all creation. We were heading to Annie Brie and, I hoped, Tal Levy. They could protect each other, and Tal knew all of Oblivion’s tricks. She could stay a step or two ahead, give me time to act.

“Your mind fractures,” Oblivion said, and dismissed the severity of that. His voice was an abomination to the Void, wholly dangerous, but it attracted no Voidlings. None of the millions of unseen creatures that called the space between universes home would dare approach him in his wroth. “It is… unfortunate. Rarely, but it has happened in the past, our vessels are capable of rejecting our divine presence. To the point that the host body, your body and your mind, begin to unravel. Our time together grows short, however the dice fall today.”

‘You’re a cancer,’ I said. ‘And my body is killing itself to reject you.’

Oblivion flashed anger my way but then shrugged. “Sure, if that helps you understand and accept your death. I will rend Astoria’s mantle from you before that happens.”

‘I have to give it to you. I won’t do that.’

“To save your son’s life?” He shrugged again. “You humans are perpetually weak in that regard. Go to hell or own it, Declan Hale, it matters not to me. Either way, I win.”

I gritted my teeth and bit down on a response. The hell of it was, he was right. I cared for that kid I’d abandoned, to spare him this very fate, and now here we were anyway. But if what Oblivion said was true, if I was beginning to unravel, my body and mind fail…

‘It’s a race now,’ I said. ‘All your plans, all your expectations, and this old rig of mine can’t accommodate you to see them done.’

Oblivion sighed. Up ahead, through the Void, I sensed True Earth—that glittering heart of all creation, mother terra, the beginning and the end of everything. Knights, indeed, any human, always knew when home was close. We’d punch through somewhere near Perth, near Annie.

“I should have anticipated your resistance,” Oblivion conceded. He was talking to me like we were… well, not equals… but as if he weren’t an ageless demigod and I was more than a gnat to be swatted. “Your body was a ruin long before I claimed it. You’ve been tortured and beaten, killed and resurrected. Match that with the powers you’ve dabbled in, the mantle you were granted, and is it small wonder something so fragile and human can’t hold itself together in my radiance?”

‘Is that how you describe yourself on your dating profile? Name: Oblivion, Age: Endless, Body Type: Radiant?’

“Make your jokes and enjoy your time left. If nothing else, Declan Hale, this is the end for you.”

‘I’ve heard that before.’ I blinked and considered. ‘I’m still here. Still breathing.’

We punched through the Void, as expected, and bright sunlight under clear blue skies shone down upon my face. My boots crunched under sandy shores and the Indian Ocean glittered at my back like a canvas cast with sapphires and diamonds. We stepped from Void to Earth, as easily as moving from one room to another. Hell, I admired how well the Everlasting could navigate the Void.

‘Diablo Beach,’ I said. ‘I blinded your brother Scion here, with the Creation Knife. This is where Annie died, where I brought her back with one of those petals that can kill you bastards.’

I felt a spike of unease from Oblivion before he masked it well. He hadn’t aimed to be here, not really, but here we were anyway. Something, some sense, perhaps the weakness in the canvas of reality during Scion’s incursion, had made this a prime spot to break through into True Earth, but it was the site of one of my victories.

One of my many victories against the Everlasting.

It rattled Oblivion, and I sensed he was beginning to understand that all of us, even him, were dancing to strings tied long ago.

Dusk understood it. But then he was the more cunning of the two brothers.

I grinned as Oblivion stomped up the beach, frightening away some gulls, and focused my attention back on the heavy tome in my lap—Astoria’s, Declan’s, mantle of Everlasting power and territory.

I flipped to the glossary, knowing that so long as I willed it, believed it, there would be a glossary. This mantle was a part of me, something instinctive. The moment it had been bestowed, I understood it on a fundamental level—the knowledge and strength was opened to me. And the mind prison an ideal place to search through the mantle, to find what I was looking for…

Again, I’d been focusing and planning too much on changing the past to affect the future. When we were already living in the ruins of all those plans. Emily had known to save Annie, Astoria had known she would die, known we would have a child together—she had known, because I’d told her in the past. I’d told her everything ten thousand years ago.

Fair Astoria, sweet Emily Grace, may she rest in peace, had been given ten millenniums to prepare for this fight—my fight. The lost petals of the Infernal Clock would be within this mantle somewhere, I was certain.

The eternal trap of desire… At the time, the words had seemed awkward, even cryptic, and that had been the point. The race still had to be run, Emily had known it, even as she killed me. Even as she killed me she knew how much more fighting I still had to do. I must have seemed so young to her, back in those days. Naïve and stumbling in the dark. It was all to purpose. I wondered, briefly, how much she had wanted to tell me. Those lazy afternoons she spent as Emily Grace in my bookshop, bringing me lunch, discussing wine and music and good words… we’d been friends. She had known what was to come, all of it, and still she had wanted to stay. Emily had been more human than most humans I knew. I think more than a small part of her wanted to tell me everything, but knew that doing so would have changed it.

I wondered. The eternal trap of desire…

I scanned the glossary in the mantle’s tome, the pages thick, creamy and scripted in neat lines of blue parchment ink like old shipping ledgers. And mutating, even as I read them, flowing like water over smooth river stones, listing any and all territories under the sway of my mantle. Such vastness, worlds I would never visit, wonders I would never see.

What I was looking for, I didn’t know, but I was certain it would jump out at me—

The words on the page faded, all save two:

Desire’s Eternity

Well, that seemed about right.

Words began to appear beneath the heading, the title of the place, describing the location and the best paths to reach the right universe through the Void. Desire’s Eternity was a… town, sort of, like Meadow Gate, but much more orbital. An interstellar waypoint at a nexus of roads through the Void. A thousand worlds from here, but no more than a few hours careful travel for someone as savvy as Oblivion. Or as savvy as Declan, so long as I followed the directions in the mantle, which were a part of me now.

From the description, images and pictures appeared in my mind’s mind—another gift of the mantle—and I beheld a grand space station, the length and size of Manhattan, orbiting twin stars and a vagrant moon covered in lights and being mined for resources. Desire’s Eternity, neutral ground, rarely if ever visited by the Knights Infernal, though it did exist on a few of our possible mile markers.

Hell, it was in disputed territory as far as the Knights where concerned. Somewhere that would have been comfortable under our rule before the Tome Wars began over a hundred years ago, but long since forgotten and abandoned as the war raged and sacrifices had to be made. Desire’s Eternity, the orbital city/spaceship/market platform governed itself, a hub of strength and wealth in that entire region of the Story Thread.

A lot of war criminals and villains had fled there, it seemed, fleeing the Tome Wars and—here I grinned—rumour that Declan Hale, Commander of the Cascade Fleet, had seized the Roseblade. Again, I’d made a splash.

And it was here at Desire’s Eternity, I was certain, Emily had secreted away the petals from the Infernal Clock.

The connection was flimsy, but also too coincidental not to be part of one of her schemes. And those schemes, even the one that had killed me, had always worked out doing more good than harm in the long run.

Now, I thought. How best to convince Oblivion to get us there? And how the hell am I going to use the petals against him? Knowing the possible location was one thing, the smallest thing—all else would be for naught if this accomplished nothing more than arming Oblivion with some of the most powerful weapons in existence.

The brig, my mind prison, shook horrifically and the heavy mantle tome was cast from my hands. It hit the floor and disappeared, as more shafts of ugly black light breached the cracks in my mind. The door to the cell swung open on screeching hinges, but beyond was nothing but storms and torn skies. No escape.

A torment mindscape, I thought. That’d be a cool band name.

I blinked away dire and dismal thoughts about the end of my life and focused externally on what Oblivion was up to. So long as I was still alive, I could still fight. I was surprised to find us warming a seat at the bar at Paddy’s, the Irish pub blown up a few adventures ago by an Emissary dragon, servants of the Everlasting, and where I’d promised Annie a steak dinner in a few days. Oblivion was at the bar, knocking back shots.

‘Something to take the edge off?’ I asked.

Oblivion paused, a sense of shock shuddering through my mind, and the glass of amber liquid—tequila, and cheap stuff, I’d wager—halfway to his/my lips. He sensed the smirk in my words, the arrogance, and placed the shot glass back on the bar.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE MADMAN’S MEDICINE

‘Used to think about you, about a million times a day. Got that down to under half a million these days. Work in progress, on my way, getting back to where I started’

“What have you done to me?” Oblivion asked.

Oblivion demanded.

This early in the afternoon, Paddy’s was only sparsely populated. One concerned looking bar girl, young, barely eighteen, probably working up the courage to cut me off. I’d already knocked back four shots, it seemed, and called for four more. A few other bar flies, a man drinking a well-worn glass of red wine, some of the kitchen staff milling about, looking bored, prep done and waiting for the evening rush, but other than that Paddy’s was sparse.

Oblivion burped. “Hale! I can barely focus, my mind and thoughts are slipping… what have you done?”

Now the bargirl looked truly alarmed—here I was, talking to myself. She glanced at the few other patrons, as if they would help, but they were all purposely ignoring me. We’ve all got our problems, after all, without making those of others our own. In no small way, I imagined they sensed the ire, the wrongness, the Lord Oblivion of the Everlasting ruining what was an otherwise nice afternoon of day drinking.

I sneered. ‘You got more than you bargained for, taking me as your vessel,’ I said, as another chunk of my prison fractured and oily light burnt at my skin. It was all falling apart. ‘Looks like you got the best part of me—the rampant alcoholism. You need help, mate. A program, someone to talk to. Oh you got yourself a real problem, boss.’

Oblivion sneezed and blood coated the back of my hand in a fine spray. Now that wasn’t good. “This is intolerable,” he said.

I shrugged. ‘I managed to be a functioning alcoholic for the best part of a decade, and still fought you all in that time.’ Here I laughed, not an ounce of genuine sympathy for the god. ‘Welcome to the wild and wacky world of addiction. You wanted my body, you get the whole package, it seems.’

“I want another drink,” Oblivion said, and he sounded aghast. “Even now, even knowing the cause of my malaise, I want another drink. I should be pursuing Annie Brie, but I came here first…”

‘That will never go away,’ I said. ‘Once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic. It’s in the wiring, Oblivion, down in the fundamental code of our make-up. I don’t drink like other people—I can drink anyone under the table, pick a bar and a spirit, it doesn’t matter where or what, and I’ll be the last man standing… and keep going. Sounds cool, right? It’s perhaps the most pathetic thing there is.’

“Humanity itself is a disease,” Oblivion growled. “And this, an affliction within disease? Bah, intolerable, I said, but this is worse.”

‘Hey, you know what makes it easier.’ I did something then, and I wasn’t sure how, or if it could be repeated, but I took control of my arm, my left arm, only for a moment. As easy as breathing, I had my arm back, and I collected the shot of booze from the bar and knocked it back in one well-practiced, wholly pathetic, flick.

And it was Oblivion who felt the kick of that flick.

He gasped and slammed me back into the brig, regained control of my arm, but he couldn’t seal the door again, not as our bond corroded and my body failed, rejected his presence. I sensed his thoughts race, wild and a touch… afraid. He hadn’t known that was possible, hadn’t even considered the possibility that I could have control again so soon after the star iron manacle debacle. And this time without the manacle. His fear turned to rage, turned to ice, and then a deadly calm.

“You are unique,” he said. “Human, but unique.”

Tal had said something similar, the night I became king, said it was a weakness when it came to the Everlasting. Sorry, sweet thing, but I think you were wrong. It may kill me, but you were wrong.

‘Drunks like me are a dime a dozen,’ I said to Oblivion. ‘Every bar in creation, I guarantee you, has at least one. Flies attracted to shit. Most of us functioning right up until we’re not. Any one of them will tell you the same. We can’t just have one drink—one is too many, and ten is not enough. Alcohol hits us like a train, and worse, we put ourselves on the tracks.’

Oblivion stared at the bottles of booze behind the bar. He glared at the fluid, hating it, wanting it. Such was our avarice, such was our disease.

Here I was using the power of alcoholism to fight an Elder God and, son of a bitch, I was winning.

“I will not cede to your weakness,” he spat, but he finished that last shot of tequila on the bar before storming out through the patio doors and back out on the trail of Detective Annie Brie.

*~*~*~*

As the maelstrom (a word I really liked, encompassing all manner of malaise and malady, woe and worry) in my mind worsened, as the booze took hold and the bonds holding me to Oblivion frayed ever further, I began to bleed from my eyes, from my ears… and other places.

‘When you start sweating blood,’ I thought, ‘it’s time to stop and reflect on your life choices, Oblivion.’

“Surrender Astoria’s mantle to me and I shall end this at once,” Oblivion replied, stumbling a little down the road toward the ruins of my bookshop. Paddy’s was my local pub, just two minutes up the road from the little library (some hundred thousand books) I had shrouded myself in during the years of my exile.

Those years seemed like a distant memory now, of a healthier and happier time. Though I had been quite miserable and drinking a crate of expensive liquor every week.

‘Sounding a little desperate now,’ I said. ‘What was the original plan, when you took control of my body?’ I paused. ‘Oh yeah, you were going to parade me in front of your family and destroy the Knights Infernal. How’d that go for you? You know what your problem is, Oblivion, you lack imagination.’

I stood in the doorway of my prison cell, which hung suspended on nothing, as if at the top of a sheer cliff face, gazing out into my mind tearing itself apart. Forked red and gold lightning tore across the landscape, the seas below swirled in storm, waters blacker than midnight, tinged with an amber hue. Ha, it’s scotch, I thought. I could dive right in and swim the last good swim through the ocean of booze. The clouds roiled overhead, distant stars beyond, broken quills below. A knight could fall quite easily from this height. Lose his grace.

For a moment I honestly considered jumping, just falling from the cell, a drop of about a mile into those turbulent waters—the ocean of malt liquor. Perhaps the water represented my subconscious, or something, but I didn’t doubt it would kill me. The game would be over, and I had a sneaking suspicion (which meant I had a certainty) that if I died, my body would fail with me, thus ejecting Oblivion.

It would end my torment.

But it would begin someone else’s. He’d claim the nearest unprotected form, one of these poor innocent people giving me a wide berth as I stumbled and bled down the sunny street toward Riverwood Plaza in Joondalup that sunny afternoon.

“You right, mate?” one of them asked, a young chap in paint-spattered shorts and a singlet.

“Be gone!” Oblivion growled, and thrust my bloody hands against his chest. The kid flew backwards into the wall of a pizza joint and slumped, breathless, winded, against the stone lane.

Oblivion, not a people person, clenched my fists and wiped the blood from my upper lip with the back of my hand.

Yes, end my torment. The Elder God expected me to fight, to resist to the last breath. I could use that expectation against him and end it all now. But that felt like the coward’s road, even if it was unexpected. He would jump forms, possibly into the poor painter he’d just clocked, and Annie would be in no less danger.

At least here, now, I still had some cards to play. And, honestly, I wanted revenge. Revenge for so many things, least of all his possession and corruption of my body. I wanted to see him burn and suffer.

Something told me I wasn’t the only one, and all the spikes and bumps in the road that had waylaid Oblivion—the star iron manacle, chief among them—had been set not just by me but other vested interests out there in the Story Thread, who saw me, King Declan Hale, as the best chance of unseating and ending the Everlasting once and for all.

That was an encouraging thought, that I wasn’t alone, but I couldn’t bring myself to believe it—not wholly, anyway. Not as I began to fall apart inside and out.

No time for Desire’s Eternity, not now, so that plan was out. I wouldn’t make it across the Void in this condition. At best, and here I was being hopefully over certain again, I had an hour or two before I bled to death. Before I simply ceased functioning.

So what could I do?

How could I win?

Or at least lose in a way that ensured Oblivion’s plans failed, too?

All this time, I’d been thinking of this game as hands in blackjack, with Oblivion as the dealer, sitting on an ace and no doubt ready to pull a face card from the deck and hit twenty-one. But I had an ace of my own, didn’t I? I had Astoria’s mantle.

Not so much a dud card as a dealer-breaker.

“If I start slaughtering these mortals,” Oblivion growled, “your detective friend will show her face. She’ll face me, because she’s good and brave and everything foolish enough to die.”

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘Annie would. But she’s like me, Oblivion, she’ll die first before giving you anything.’

“Many say that before the cutting starts.” He growled. “Your son is on this world. He has to be.”

‘If he is, he’s one among seven billion. Good fucking luck.’

“I am the Age Flood—endless and Everlasting. If it takes me the next thousand years, jumping from host to host, slaughtering the people of True Earth, that is nothing to me.”

Oblivion stumbled into Riverwood Plaza, and just as described I saw the cavernous ruin of my bookshop across the way, where all this had started only ten days ago. Yellow caution tape was strung across the ruin, a paltry attempt to protect nothing worth protecting anymore. Just a few trinkets here and there that may have survived the blaze, enchanted as they were. I felt immeasurably sad, seeing my store so burnt out and hollow.

Lot of memories in that place.

Annie Brie and Tal Levy were seated on the rim of the marble fountain at the heart of the plaza. Between them, kicking his tiny little sneakers against the marble, was a young boy, a toddler, no more than two years old.

So much for cutting down seven billion.


CHAPTER TWENTY

HIT ME WITH THE GOOD STUFF

‘Can one mad king defeat one mad god?’

So much for running and hiding.

So much for carefully laid plans.

Here we were, back to the start, where Ethan Reilly had died and where Oblivion had possessed me.

And that boy, tiny jeans and white shirt, Nike-ticked red sneakers, windswept bushy brown hair and knowing green eyes last seen peering at me from the eyes of the goddess Fair Astoria, the boy’s mother, Emily Grace. Well, we knew who that had to be, didn’t we?

I was as shocked as Oblivion.

And infinitely more… afraid.

My first thought was one of betrayal—from Annie and Tal, but how, why…

My second was much worse. Not betrayal, but a bargaining chip. I had not thought Annie or Tal, two women I loved in every sense of the word, one who I had died for and one who had died for me, capable of such cruelty.

That’s what you get for putting the objects of your affection on pedestals, I supposed, and decided if any time was less suitable to my reminiscences than this one, I would know it.

My third thought was kinder, though no less terrifying: This isn’t what it seems.

Then the boy, the toddler, waved at me, a broad grin on his face, and my heart crumpled at such innocence. But something told me, a sneaking suspicion, that this wasn’t just some regular kid. He had his mother’s eyes—did he have his father’s penchant for mischief? That wave wasn’t idle, it held purpose, almost beckoning. Intelligent.

Oblivion limped across the cobblestone courtyard, crowds parting for him as blood leaked from my eyes. We wouldn’t have long before we were pestered by the local constabulary. Annie was here, though, and she was a card-carrying member of that constabulary. Loopholes, again.

Sensing a trap, another deceit, and already a few points behind on the board, Oblivion approached Annie, Tal, and the kid cautiously, scenting the air, casting webs and nets of Will light out to hunt for hidden snares. His nets touched on a few of the enchanted objects in my shop that had survived the firestorm, but nothing else.

The sun struck diamonds on the clear bubbling water in the fountain. Oblivion brought us to a stop about six feet from the marble edge, shoulders hunched, still expecting a trap.

“How did you know… we’d be here?” Lord Oblivion asked. He looked not to Tal or Annie, the both of them on their guard, Annie with her revolver loosed and pointed halfway between the ground and my heart, Tal clutching a curved knightly blade flat against her thigh.

The toddler sighed, another painfully adult characteristic like the wave, wholly alien on a boy so young. Again, things weren’t normal here. They were about as far from normal as things could get.

“I asked them to bring me here,” the boy said, two years old and going on fifty.

Once, long ago now, I’d been lost in the Dream Worlds with Annie, and we had encountered Scion of the Everlasting, posing as a young boy on a sandy purple beach, lagoon-blue waters, eating mangoes the size of watermelon. He had attempted to speak like a boy only about eight or nine years old, and had failed. Here now was a two-year-old, and only just two at that, speaking as if he were fifty years old. But not pretending.

It unnerved me, to say the least.

I saw that it bothered Annie, too, her cheeks pale and eyes flickering, not quite touching on the boy.

“He insisted,” Annie said. “When we returned from the citadel, he was waiting for us, Declan. As if he expected us. We tried not to be here, but he…” She shook her head, vexed and confused. Mind manipulation, then.

“You are speaking to Lord Oblivion, child,” Oblivion said. “Address not the Shadowless Arbiter.”

“Now then,” the boy said and crossed his little arms over his chest. His green eyes sparkled, so much like Emily’s. “An argument could be made he has as much right to speak as anyone here.”

The boy clicked his fingers and something… happened. My mind split, right down the middle, a tremendous tearing sound like the shaking of the earth in storm. I felt like I was being pulled apart, and I felt like that because I was being pulled apart.

I stumbled and gained my feet, standing next to a mirror image of myself, to Lord Oblivion.

The boy had wrenched me from my seized mind, left Oblivion in possession of my body. And I… I glanced down at my hands, noted with some concern that I could see the cobblestone lane through my skin. I pressed a hand to my chest and, thankfully, it didn’t slip right through, but I was, hell, I was disembodied.

“My god, is he a ghost?” Annie asked. “What on earth?”

“Much better,” the boy said. “Father,” he nodded to me and then looked to Oblivion. “Uncle.”

I saw Oblivion tense, clench my muscles, put himself on guard well and truly. He looked awful—I looked awful—ragged clothes, jeans torn and shirt bloody, soaked with sweat and worse. Droplets of blood oozed through my skin. My face was a clown’s makeup mess of red and pale flesh. My hair hung lank and greasy against my forehead. Oblivion was chewing my lip—he’d bitten right through the skin and was chewing it raw.

I turned away, sickened.

“How did you do that?” Oblivion asked. “What are you, Born?”

Born… the name Saturnia had given the boy at Astoria’s and Ash’s funeral. That felt like forever ago, as well.

Born of the Everlasting, my poor son, shrugged. “I know things,” he said. “I see things. I don’t always understand the how of it.”

“Convenient,” I said, my voice as disembodied, an ethereal chime on the air, as the rest of me. I stepped on the cobblestones and felt the step, as if my foot were flesh and bone and not… what? Soul substance? Ghost goop? But I felt as if a good breeze would send me spinning as atoms across the plaza.

I glanced around Riverwood Plaza and noticed a strange thing. All the people, the proprietors of the restaurants and food trucks across the courtyard, their customers, my neighbours, were looking everywhere but at the fountain. Born winked at me and I guessed he had something to do with the distraction. We stood aside of notice.

I took a deep breath, exhaled slowly. At this point, I’d lost count of how many times I’d been in control and lost control since Oblivion’s possession. This didn’t feel like control. I tried to access my Will light, my arcane powers, and for a wonder found them sitting there as always, like a pool of energy in my disembodied mind. Huh… I glanced again at my broken and bleeding body, Oblivion’s vessel, and decided the flesh was just that—a vessel. Even for us lowly humans.

“How you been, kid?” I asked. “Eating all your fruits and vegetables?”

“I desire not broccoli,” he replied. “Though I am partial to blackberries.”

I nodded along, as if this were all normal. Hell, in my life, before the fire and death enchantments started flying, this was relatively normal.

“You will come with me, Born,” Oblivion said, and a line of dark blood trickled from my nose, splitting over the rough stubble on my upper lip.

“Someone get him a tissue,” I said.

Annie, ever prepared, offered Oblivion a pocket handkerchief. He declined with a growl.

“I want to,” Born said. “Yes, I do. A part of me, the god-spark in me, wants to go with you, uncle. Wants to take my place among the Everlasting.”

“Do not resist—”

Born clicked his fingers again and Oblivion’s words were cut-off, silenced. The Elder God looked flabbergasted, as if the sun had gone and set in the east. I began to respect my kid’s power on a whole other level.

“The other part of me,” Born said, and here he looked at his palms. I sensed honest confusion. I may have been rent from my body, a vessel decaying, but I wasn’t the only one torn that bright afternoon. “The absurd, human part…” Born sighed. “Well, that part just wants to eat blackberries.”

“You are not human,” Oblivion said. “Do not debase yourself so. You carry Astoria’s legacy, if not her true mantle. You were born into your own. In time, the humanity in you will fade. You will become wholly the Everlasting Born.”

“I didn’t ask to be born,” he said, and I think Oblivion and I heard the word ‘born’ two different ways.

I, as a father.

He, as a piece of shit.

“You needn’t ask, you simple are,” Oblivion snapped.

“Your mother, may she rest in peace, loved you very much,” I said. “She sacrificed everything for you, for that love.” I considered, then knelt on my ghostly haunches so I was eye level with the kid. “Don’t feel any guilt for that. It was her decision, and she paid it gladly to see you born.” I wanted to reach out and touch his shoulder, but the wariness in his eyes gave me pause.

“‘Your mother and father were very selfish to have you’”, Born said, an eerie mimicry of my own voice. “You said that, only hours after I was born, after you fled Emissary on Voraskel with me in your arms.”

Christ, the kid had been aware that whole time? Aware when I’d abandoned him into Annie’s care? That explained the wariness, the caution and even suspicion, in his eyes.

“True Earth,” he said with a heavy sigh.

“Yes,” Tal said. “This is True Earth.”

“The greatest piece on the playing board, where all stories are born, in a way,” Born said. He tapped his teeth together in thought—and that was something else that jarred. He had a mouth full of teeth, which looked so out of place on his young face.

“Ten thousand years ago this world should have been mine,” Oblivion hissed. “Until I was betrayed, imprisoned.” He glanced sideways at me, almost pettily.

I gave him a quick salute. I didn’t know how, yet, but given all the time travel nonsense so far, I reckoned I had my part to play in that imprisonment.

“This must be resolved,” Born said, frowning to himself. “The two of you, Father and Uncle, must settle your conflict. Here. Today.”

“We’re some little ways beyond reconciliation and handshakes, if that’s what you’re after,” I said.

Oblivion grunted. “He destroyed your ancestral home, boy. The Citadel of the Everlasting fell burning from the heavens not half a day ago.” For a wonder, I watched a tear cut a track through the blood on my face. How about that. “There can be no resolution.”

Born sighed. “So young, the both of you.” He considered and then clapped his hands together. “So be it, if it must be that way. Fighting, then.”

Oblivion clenched his fists and I, rather than being worried, did the same. At what point had that happened? I used to be so afraid of this god. That was a lot of gods ago, I suppose.

“Human or Everlasting,” Born said. “I know not which foolish side is right. Humans have such empathy, such capacity for love. Father, you are a fine ambassador in that regard, though you think so little of yourself. The Everlasting have a duty so ancient as to be divine, to protect the Story Thread from nightmares beyond reckoning, and this I cannot ignore. Uncle, you are brash but unwavering in that resolve.”

“Dispense of this,” Oblivion said. “And take your rightful place upon the thrones of the Nine.”

“He wanted to kill you not so long ago,” I added. “Devour your essence, I believe.” Declan Hale, ladies and gentlemen, king and snitch.

“This can only be decided one way,” Born said with a sigh. “A battle, the final battle, between Shadowless and Age Flood.”

I exchanged glances with Annie, with Tal, and even with Oblivion. “Pistols at dawn, then?”

Born grinned—the most horrific grin I’d ever seen, perhaps solely because it did not belong on the face of a toddler. I tried to mask my disgust, but I reckon he saw it, yeah, I reckon he saw it. Poor kid.

“Oh, I think we can do better than that.”

He clicked his fingers again, on both hands, and we were flung across the Story Thread, True Earth receding behind us as a distant marble, as viciously and as relentlessly as arrows loosed from a bow across the length and breadth, the absurdity, of this vile creation.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

JUST HUM ALONG

‘I asked you a question, were you paying attention? It’s OK. I didn’t really need you to reply’

Had I thought Oblivion and Dusk capable of precise and effective Void travel? Able to bend reality to their will, slip sideways across the Story Thread with the ease of crossing a road? I had thought that, but they were nothing, nothing, compared to the talent of my son—to the talent of the Everlasting Born, though I hated thinking of him as such.

The Void, inky blackness, parted before us like curtains on the stage of some grand performance—Shakespeare at the Globe, perhaps, Tempest at the Old Vic—and reality reasserted itself with such sudden clarity that my head spun about my shoulders, dizziness and nausea somehow still possible even as a ghostly, disembodied soul.

When I cleared my head, blinked, and got a good look at our surroundings, I wasn’t surprised in the least to see where we were. Annoyed? Yeah. But then a lot of these adventures seemed to end here, the thematic close and familiar narrative comfortable in hindsight.

“Welcome,” Born said and threw his hands up against the purple sky of an alien sunset, all three feet of him against the impossible landscape. “To the Lost City of Atlantis.”

Born had brought only me and Oblivion along for the ride, electing to leave Annie and Tal back on True Earth, no doubt fretting and anxious. Good, they deserved a break from my nonsense and my grudge matches. It always came down to me alone, always. That seemed to be a fucking constant of the universe, a rule as certain as gravity.

I needed to start making some better life choices.

We stood upon the summit of the Vale Atlantia, of course, the plateau overlooking the rest of the city, where the remains of the Infernal Clock were burnt into the fused obsidian, the shards of the Roseblade melted against the black-glass, and where I had died, years ago now. I recalled the last time I’d been here, just before unleashing the Peace Arsenal and travelling back in time with Tal, freed from Oblivion’s control, to the city when it was alive:

At the summit of the tower, a clear mile above the streets below, was the open courtyard that had sheltered the Infernal Clock. Four pillars, once at each point of the compass, marked the edge of the courtyard and the long drop to the city streets. I set the cruiser to hover in place and extended the exit ramp down onto the hard stone, just to the left to the spiralling staircase that led down into the tower. Given how long I'd been awake, and how weary I felt, I don’t think I’d have managed more than a handful of those steps.

I exited the cruiser first. Sophie and Ethan followed just behind me, silent and fearful.

The plateau was abandoned. The shards of the Infernal Clock protruded from the ground. Its crystal rose stem was dark and withered. The roots from that once-living miracle had hardened into black diamond all across the plateau.

I'd killed the Clock to unmake the Degradation, and by doing so had released the Everlasting from their prisons, allowing the Elder Gods to touch the worlds again. I would be responsible for every death in the coming war.

I'd made a choice for the greater good, lost Clare Valentine to have the chance to make a choice, and in the end, I’d done more harm than good. Story of my life, more harm than good.

And my friends suffered the worst. Sophie had driven that nail into my heart.

Rusty red stains from where I'd started bleeding to death after destroying Morpheus Renegade had dried into the marble floor. Dead cherry blossom petals from the storm during my last visit gathered in the corners, shriveled. Tal always loved the cherry blossoms… The sky overhead was peaceful, blue, and yet I felt unnerved.

So, one could say that this place held a bit of sordid history for me.

And Oblivion.

I had died here.

He had been imprisoned here for ten thousand years.

I had severed the Infernal Clock here.

I had destroyed the Roseblade here. Unleashed the Peace Arsenal.

Born knelt and ran his hands through the rusty-red stain against the dark stone, darker than the stone around it, and licked his fingers. “Your blood,” he said, “my blood.”

“It’s a helluva place you’ve brought us to, kid.”

I glanced out at the ruinous city, the fallen and abandoned towers, the broken skybridges, and beyond—sheer cliff faces of purple rock. After the Voidflood had swept Atlantis away from True Earth, the city had washed up here… on a far and away alien world deep in the uncharted territories of the Story Thread. After ten thousand years, it had been me, me as a boy, who had found it again—my great quest, a desire to prove myself in the eyes of the Knights Infernal and King Morrow.

Well, I’d certainly proven myself since. And what do we say about desire, Em? It’s an eternal trap.

“You wish us to fight, child?” Oblivion asked. “Here? You insult us both, though I care not for the Shadowless Arbiter’s well-being.”

“I scare you, uncle,” Born said. “Because my power is different, perhaps even greater, hmm, than the rest of you. The humanity in me, not such a weakness. You won’t admit it, but you’re thinking it very loudly.”

I was a step or two ahead. “Fight and prove which side is stronger?” I asked. “Is that what you want?” I sighed—another sigh, one more for the pile. “Wouldn’t you rather we go get ice cream?”

Born grinned. “The human side of me would very much like that, father. The Everlasting…” He shook his head.

Born snapped his fingers again, the click echoing out over the dead city and for miles into the sheer, barren countryside. In the middle of the plateau at the top of that tower, over the dais and the remains of the melted celestial illusion—the Infernal Clock and the Roseblade, more trouble than they’d ever been worth—an opulent, gilded coffin appeared, about six and half feet long. About perfect fit for a man my size, with room to spare even.

Oblivion and I exchanged a speculative glance.

“A bit gaudy, perhaps?” Born asked, talking mostly to himself. “Yes, a bit gaudy.” Another snap of the fingers and the coffin changed into a simple pinewood box, the kind of thing they buried paupers in back in the eighteenth century. “Much better. We’re not the trinkets or the charms that gild us, are we?”

I glanced down at the kid, barely standing taller than my knee in his red little sneakers, and felt another one of those moments of infinite sadness.

“King Declan Hale,” Born said and looked up at me. “The Shadowless Arbiter, Bearer of Astoria’s Mantle, and the devil’s own luck. And Lord Oblivion, the Age Flood, Everlasting. Father. Uncle. You are two sides of the same coin, and your warring has disturbed the Story Thread for the last time. I bid you, fight—let’s put one of you in the box, shall we? To the winner, well, goes the future.”

I expected wicked forked lightning to crash overhead, alongside apocalyptic thunder and the howling gusts of the end times.

But there was only dead silence.

A sort of sigh of regret in a dead city.

The prize fight, ladies and gentlemen, all for nothing.

Nothing for all.

*~*~*~*

For a brief, mad moment I expected Oblivion not to be an asshole. I don’t know why, call it being far too human, but I was disabused of that notion all too swiftly when he grasped my ghostly form with my bloody hands and lifted me over his/my head and hurled me across the plateau and into the pinewood coffin.

I hit the box hard—and even as a ghost, or something resembling such, I felt the blow as if I had full control of my body and senses. I was alive, real, whatever form I was in, and that hurt like getting thrown into a wall should hurt.

Born hurried back on his little legs to the edge of the plateau, silhouetted against the forever-twilight of this place, to watch the fight. Atlantis watched, too.

I reached for my Will light, knowing it would be nothing against Oblivion’s power, and was surprised to find it—blocked. There, certainly, but an invisible wall stood between me and the light, the arcane powers. A barrier.

Oblivion advanced on me, fists clenched, teeth gritted, and I realised all at once that he didn’t have access to his power either. We were, effectively, two drunks brawling with our fists and strength. I snatched a quick look at Born and my son winked at me.

“Little shit,” I muttered and picked myself up in time to be tackled by Oblivion. This was a fist fight, as ugly as they got.

He tackled me around the waist and attempted to lift me again, but I was ready this time and brought my fists, closed around one another down on the back of his/my neck—right between his shoulders.

Oblivion grunted—and I’m sure he was furious, wondering how Born had blocked him from Will—and felt the force of that blow like a sledgehammer. His legs went out from under him, slamming his knees against the edge of the obsidian dais, tearing his jeans. He cried out. I wondered when the last time he’d felt pain had been.

I kneed myself in the face and Oblivion reared back, nose broken, falling against the plateau. He’d already been circling the drain in my body, his presence being rejected, and that had to hurt.

“Oh, good,” Born said. “And here I thought you may have issue hitting yourself, father.”

I hated the little brat in that moment. “I’m not your dad, kid, I just fucked your mum.”

Born blinked, surprised, and then burst out laughing.

I returned his grin and Oblivion snaked an arm around my ghostly leg and pulled me down onto the plateau next to him.

What followed next was an ugly fist fight, as ugly as they got. He was a god, I was a king. He pulled my hair, I bit his shoulder. We traded blows thick and fast, aiming to wound, aiming to break. The coffin cast a shadow on us from atop of the dais and I was certain, damn certain, even if it killed me, that Oblivion would be occupying that box.

Again, if it killed me. Oblivion dead would be three of the Everlasting destroyed. I didn’t know what Born was, but he was certainly powerful, and that put their number back to seven without Oblivion. Sort of a two steps forward, one step back, issue. I’d be long dead and would not give shit one.

A minute or two later, bloodied and beaten—my soul bleeding ghost blood, some-fucking-how—Oblivion and I separated and, mirror images, clawed our way onto one knee. Breathing heavily, our faces masks of hate and pain, we stared at each other, five feet of distance between us. I wanted to hurl myself at him, drag us both kicking and screaming off the edge of the tower.

“Do it,” Born said, and he was in my head, of course he was. “A noble sacrifice.”

The way he said that last made me think it was anything but noble.

“You’re sick, kid,” I managed, wiping ghost blood from my nose on the back of my ghost hand.

“He is Everlasting,” Oblivion hissed. “And understands the burden of that.”

I nodded once and met Born’s eyes. For a moment there, just a flicker, I saw something other than mirth and sparkling intelligence. I saw uncertainty, something akin to… fear. The kid was scared. And had been putting on a show this whole time, because he didn’t know what else to do.

Just like his father would have done.

Oh, you little bastard… I loved him for that.

For being brave.

Was he more powerful than Oblivion? Potentially, though he could just be cleverer with his power. I didn’t doubt, given time, Oblivion would find a way around the block on his power. He wouldn’t fall for the same trick twice. And Born, if faced with more than one of his uncles, or his aunts? If faced with the Everlasting united against him? He would be annihilated, as I should have been.

A desperate plan occurred to me. One of those dire thoughts that felt instinctively right. But remember, when you meet him, he’s just as scared as you are…

“I,” I said, and the words fought against the rawness in my throat, “King Declan Hale of the Knights Infernal, do here bequeath the mantle of Fair Astoria to my first-born son upon the moment of my death.”

Something shifted inside me, a light shone above my heart, through the ghostly black shirt and waistcoat I wore, and a grand lock, a contract, clicked into place. The covenant was made. My son smiled sadly.

Oblivion’s eyes bulged and he snarled, leapt forward, closed my fleshy hand around my ghostly neck.

“Why?” he growled.

I stared down into my own face, swollen black eyes, blood seeping from every pore, and knew this was the end. Oh, boy, did I welcome it.

“The kid will need every ounce of power he can get if he’s going to finish what I started,” I said, and glanced at Born, who gazed at me with a contemplative look on his face, “and put you in the dirt, Oblivion.”

Oblivion snapped his head back as if stung. “You are the most… the last… the… the…” He struggled for the words, gaped like a goldfish, shaking my head.

The light began to fade on the edge of my vision. Even now, my ghostly form fought for air, fought to live, even if the mind inside of it wanted to give up and give in.

You ever bump into your mum, I thought, knowing Born could hear me, ten thousand years ago, a little bar in Atlantis called the Embleton, perhaps, you give her my love, OK?

His face changed, that was the last thing I saw, before the edges of my vision faded, tunnelled entirely, and I slipped into unconsciousness. Oblivion’s grip tightened, his game and patience at an end, just wanting me dead. Gone.

I gave a last token effort, slammed my weak fists into his death grip, but it was done—my race was run.

Born’s face changed, I said, but a better word would be crumpled. Two feet and change, that kid, only a toddler, he began to cry.

I saw his palms ignite with liquid fire, tears staining his cheeks, and then I saw nothing more in that fabled, that ancient, that hum-diddee-hum-hum, Lost City of Atlantis.

*~*~*~*

Death hurt a lot.

I remember thinking that the last time I had died, thinking that death had been like going to sleep. That the resurrection had hurt a lot.

I blinked against blue skies and a bright sun, tasted the air on bloody lips, and as reality coalesced around me I realised—not entirely without a sigh—that I was alive. Moreover, I was home on True Earth.

I didn’t know how much time had passed since the fight in Atlantis, but I wagered only a few minutes. I stood back in Riverwood Plaza, on the very same spot where Born had swept me and Oblivion away to the Lost City. I stood without Oblivion, and moreover, I stood in my own body.

That tortured, ruined husk, bleeding from a dozen wounds, swaying on the spot, drunk and hungover at the same time. I felt worse than I’d ever felt in my life. Quickly, desperately, I scoured my mind—but I was alone there, as well. Lord Oblivion was gone. What had happened after I passed out? What had Born done? I would not believe Oblivion truly gone until I saw his remains in a crystal coffin.

Tal and Annie were at the marble fountain in the middle of Riverwood Plaza, only half a dozen feet away, and Annie held a familiar young man in her arms. It was the same day then, perhaps even the same moment. The young man, Born, but no, this was different. The look on his face as he stared at me wasn’t familiar.

“Declan,” Annie said, staring at me uncertainly, her eyes taking in my many wounds. “I don’t know how, but this is Arty. He’s been wanting to meet you.”

“We’ve met before,” I rasped, and held my hands about twelve inches apart. “Oh, when you were about this big, kiddo.”

The kid, Arty, gazed shyly from Annie’s shoulder at me and then turned his face away into her neck. I was a sight to behold. I was scaring him.

“What happened to him?” Tal asked. She hadn’t put her knife away.

“He made a choice,” I said. “He chose… to be human.”

Annie bounced him on her arm when he began to cry. “Hush, hush,” she said. “It’s OK. Is the other…?”

“The Everlasting Born is still in there,” I said, knowing without knowing. “Slumbering, perhaps, waiting for his body to catch up with his mind.”

“I think his adoptive parents will be missing him,” Annie said. “The family I left him with. They must be beside themselves.”

Tal took my hand and it hurt. Some, all, of my fingers were broken. “Say goodbye, Declan,” she whispered.

“Goodbye, Declan,” I managed and tore my hand from hers with the last of my strength.

I grinned, laughed aloud, then fell back in a dead faint, an arc of blood from my face spattering my son and marking him like a brand. Born of the Everlasting had saved my life and given my son—given himself—a chance to be a kid.

That felt like a win.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE WIELDER OF THE SPEAR

When I awoke, unsurprisingly not dead, it was to the worst hangover of my life. My mouth was drier than parchment left in the desert sun, the drinker’s curse, and the dim, clinical white lights in the ceiling scorched my retinas as if they were blazing stars.

I groaned and tried to move, but I was strapped to a bed—a gurney, really—and I was in a hospital. The scent of ammonia, designed to mask the disease and pain of the place but somehow amplifying it, that familiar scent of impending death and illness, clung to the air. I was in a clean room, it seemed, about fifteen feet across by the same wide. An airlock separated the room from the corridor outside.

Annie Brie sat in a chair next to the bed, snoozing in a quarantine suit. Her eyes flickered beneath their lids, in dream, and a small frown creased her brow.

I had enough slack in my restraints to reach out my right hand—lifting my arm was a struggle worthy of song—and rest my palm on her knee. She stirred but didn’t wake. I squeezed her knee with all the strength I could muster below her light blue hazmat suit. I noticed with approval her revolver sat in its holster on the bedside table, next to a wall of machines beeping away, sensors and needles plugged to me and through me.

She had been on watch.

Protecting me.

Against… well, let’s be honest, against fucking anything.

The effort required to squeeze her knee made my head spin and my arm fell limp at my side.

But it did rouse Detective Brie. Her eyes fluttered open, hazy and uncertain for a moment, and then laser-like focus returned. She snapped her hand out to the handle of her revolver, scanned the room, before relaxing.

I smiled at her.

She smiled at me.

“When I said we should get a room,” I rasped, “this isn’t what I meant.”

Annie rolled her eyes. “Your sense of humour and timing didn’t survive the ordeal then? Shame. You’re in Joondalup Hospital, Declan. True Earth.”

I chuckled and my chest felt like it would tear apart.

“Any of those buttons morphine? Push it repeatedly, please.”

Annie hit me with the good stuff and I relaxed into a fluffier daze.

“The doctors have about a thousand questions for you.”

I licked my dry lips. “Medical marvel, am I?”

“You were dead on your feet when I brought you in here.” Annie’s face darkened. “Literally, I had you leaning against me, eyes open, bleeding from everywhere, and you were ranting… about something, something that sounded important.”

“What?”

“Desire’s eternity,” she said. “You kept saying that over and over.”

I nodded. “That makes sense.”

“No, no it doesn’t.”

“It will. It’s where I’m going once I can stand.”

Annie considered that, then nodded. “You’re leaving. Your time here in Perth… it’s over.” She crossed her arms over chest, crinkling the hazmat suit. “I’ll miss you.”

“I want you with me,” I said. “You, more than anyone, Annie. You’re a survivor, like me.” She stared at me and said nothing. “Any other visitors?”

“A man named Vrail, said he was a Knight. I didn’t let him in, though I doubt I could have stopped him if he’d insisted.” Annie reached out and touched my arm. “Your brother reclaimed the throne in Ascension City, and exiled every Knight that supported you. Vrail and the others, I think they’re watching the hospital. But he said to tell you, if you woke up—and at the time none of us thought you would—that when you need them, they’ll be there. He mentioned Reach City. Tal was here, briefly, and she went with him. ‘To ensure Declan’s kingdom’, she said.”

I shuddered at that. Reach City was a ruin, a dead world. I had killed it. Fitting that my allies had taken refuge there. Clever, too. The Knights Infernal, my brother in particular, liked to pretend the Reach didn’t exist. That Tal had gone to see to the administration of things was encouraging. She was still on my side, and off the bench. Good.

“Well, we can’t go back now,” I muttered, mostly to myself. “Everything’s changed.”

“Did you kill Oblivion?” Annie asked.

I shook my head.

“Fuck,” she said.

“He’ll be back—his brothers and sisters—and sooner than we’d like. I have something they want, Annie.” I considered the mantle of power, felt it as a core of strength within my mind, a concordance of knowledge and power. Once I recovered, I’d be stronger than ever before, and Oblivion wouldn’t try to possess me again. Not after how well it had gone the first time. I was a virus to the Everlasting, in every way, shape, and form. And I had not yet begun to fight. “Which is why we need to go to Desire’s Eternity.”

“It’s a place, then?”

I nodded. “Orbital space station, massive, the size of New York. I’m certain there’s something there that can kill the Everlasting. I want to find it and make bullets aimed straight at their blasted hearts—”

I fell into a coughing fit and spat blood down my chin, onto my clean white hospital sheets. My throat was fire, torn and bleeding.

“Shit,” Annie said. “The god slaying will have to keep a while longer yet. I’ll get the doctor.”

I wanted to argue, but the doctor would have the good drugs, and right then and there I would have traded the whole sordid mess for just one of those pills. I’ve an addictive personality, it’s a flaw, and I’m working on it.

Annie called for the doctors using the intercom on the wall and a whole fleet of white-coated, hazmat-suited medical practitioners arrived within about ten minutes. That airlock really slowed down the painkillers, but when one shows up bleeding from the eyes and through the skin, I imagine hospitals liked to err on the side of caution.

What followed was a week of poking and prodding, as my body returned to health far faster than even the most optimistic doctor’s opinion. That was my Knightly constitution, my Will—I healed fast, always had, and had always needed to, what with the adventuring and the world ending chaos I found myself in every other month.

Even by my standards, the damage caused by Oblivion’s presence had been severe, organs had ruptured, but the healing was spooky fast. I thought again on Emily’s mantle, and wondered just what that made me now. Human, knight, or something… else. Such thoughts strayed into dangerous territory, better left for future reminiscence.

By the third day, I was sitting up in bed and feeding myself. By the fifth day, I was itching to get out of the hospital and was moved from isolation to intensive care—all my blood tests had come back negative for Ebola or anything worse. The sweat-bleeding had been the doctors’ major cause for concern, but I was clean. And a mystery to them. I caught the curious, assessing glances from the younger doctors, those eager to prove themselves, and I caught the way the older doctors, those that had seen everything a hundred times over, didn’t look at me. I scared them, because the world didn’t make sense.

If one of them had asked, I would have told them the truth—a case of possession by a being from the dawn of moment, a cruel Elder God, but in my weakened state I may not have won a fight against the restraints and the psychiatric assessment. Better to keep the truth between me and Annie.

Speaking of, she didn’t leave me side. Even when I insisted, reminding her of her job as a detective and her fiancé. Out of the hazmat suit, however, I noticed she was no longer wearing an engagement ring.

That was curious, and I regretted thinking it so, seeing an opportunity, when she must have been hurting as much, if not more, than I had in my time. She saw me staring at the pale band of skin and her eyes invited a challenge, a question.

Being a wise king—well, usurped and dethroned now—I wisely kept my mouth shut.

On the seventh day, I’d had enough and unplugged myself from all the machines. Annie urged me to stay, but in the end helped me up and I walked from that hospital under my own strength, feeling a little worse for the wear but, after all said and done, basically back to my old self.

The game was on—I had needed the week in hospital, but it put me a week behind my enemies. The Everlasting would not have been idle. I had to rally my allies, begin my assault. No more waiting around for whatever scheme of theirs I got caught up in next. It was time to take the fight to them.

But first I needed some things from the ruin of my bookshop.

*~*~*~*

Annie dropped me off at Riverwood Plaza and I gave her a long hug before promising to see her in a few hours. She was going to hand in her badge—though not her gun—and join me, my friend and ally, on the quest to come. To Desire’s Eternity and whatever lay beyond. She was all in, no more sitting on the fence.

I loved her for that.

Limping across Riverwood Plaza, I sighed to see the old façade of my bookshop in burnt and charcoal ruin. Oblivion’s fire had ravaged the store, burnt up a library of books under my protection.

I slipped under the caution tape surrounding the entrance and stood for a long moment in the sun, staring into the burnt mess of shelves and stacks of books that had towered so high toward the chandelier-lit ceiling. What I wanted would still be in there, still be whole, but it would take some getting. The towers of books still stood, in a way, though fused into burnt and melted lumps, creating ugly stalagmites.

A shadow fell over me, briefly blocked the sun, and I turned to beheld a familiar face. I was instantly on my guard, but I felt as if this man wanted me dead—I would simply be dead.

Quirinus, Father of the Everlasting, held a hand to the ruin of my bookshop and squinted. In a moment, a small sliver of time, the space between heartbeats, my bookshop was renewed. Restored. As if it had never been destroyed.

Down to the finest detail.

He grinned at me.

The flaked etching and weathered sills on the windows, the dead plants in the planter boxes, and the library of books within, hovering and tilting in stacks held up only by hope and prayer and string.

Glimpsed through the window, ever the old stains of wine and whisky on the dusty floorboards had been restored.

“A boon,” he said and took a sip of coffee from one of the carts across the plaza. Had he been waiting for me? Watching? He scratched at the rough stubble coating his cheeks. “For your good work.”

“Why aren’t you scattering my essence across the starways?” I asked. “After everything, after…” I shook my head. “The insults, the death of your children, the destruction of your fucking citadel! I did all that.”

Quirinus raised an eyebrow and smirked. “It’s almost as if you want me to destroy you.”

I bit off a retort and, after a moment, considered his words. A confused frown creased my brow.

“Something to see a psychiatrist about, I’d say.” Quirinus shrugged. “Though I’m no expert on the minds of humanity, I’d say you have a pattern of self-destructive behaviour, Hale. Sacrificing your health and happiness, seeking out danger and trouble every other week…” He sighed and shook his head.

Tal and Annie had told me much the same, more than once. Annie had even offered her police psychiatrist not too long ago. I had laughed it away.

“I’m not going to stop,” I said. “I could lie to you right now, tell you I’m done, but I don’t doubt you’d see through it. The Everlasting are a blight on the face of the Story Thread. I will stand against them—always.”

Quirinus nodded. He scanned the titles of the books in the old bins out the front of my shop. Books I gave away, really, marked for fifty cents here, a dollar there. He found a dog-eared copy of Slaughterhouse Five and held it up. “Do you mind?”

I waved at the book. “Seventy-five cents,” I said. “Price right there on the cover. And it’s yours. Though I don’t buy the bargain bin books back, so you’re stuck with it.”

Quirinus chuckled and held out his hand. A shiny Australian dollar coin, kangaroos on the tail, Queen Elizabeth on the heads, appeared on his palm. “You may keep the change.”

He flicked through the book and then placed it quite carefully in the inner pocket of his jacket, almost over his heart.

“When we met in the citadel,” he said. “Do you remember?”

I nodded.

“You were arrogant, argumentative, unpleasant—and scared, so very scared.”

“I’m still scared.”

He nodded. “Good, that’s good. If you’re not afraid, then you haven’t been paying attention.”

I was lost now, that much was certain. I glanced across the plaza, into the sun and the fountain. A nice day, in this little lost corner of Western Australia. “Quirinus,” I said, “The Wielder of the Spear. That’s what you called yourself.”

He nodded again, an easy grin.

“You never had a spear,” I muttered.

“Keep going, you’re nearly there.”

I looked down and clenched my fists. The scars and nicks stretched white over my skin. “Oh no, no, no, no… I refuse that.”

“And yet, here we are. You are my Spear, Declan Hale. You, my power and will set to human form.”

“Bullshit.”

He chuckled, his patience seemingly infinite. “How else would you have survived so much, for so long? Against my children? You were born as a weapon in my hand.”

I said nothing for a long moment, considering his words, honestly playing them through my mind.

“How else could you father a child with one of my daughters?” he whispered, as if those words were the greatest secret in the whole wide universe.

To me, and perhaps others, they were.

I stepped forward and, my heart making more sense than my mind, closed my hand around Quirinus’ throat.

When my mind caught up to what I was doing, trying to squeeze the air from his throat, I released him—it was like releasing a shaft of pure steel—and stepped back. “I… sorry.”

“You are mortal,” he said. “In everything, you are mortal. I am not your father, nor is Saturnia your mother, but a drop of my essence, my divinity, guided your birth. You are the Spear, Declan Hale. You are… Everlasting.”

“Oh, fuck off,” I said and waved him away, pushing open the door to my shop to the familiar old bell chime. “Shop’s closed.”


The End of Book Five
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