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      They knew I was back. I don’t know how, but they did. Who? you might ask. Well, I might tell you who, but first I have to figure out who’s following me, and then do something about it, of course. Which means either losing the tail or confronting whoever is following me. At this point, as I walked along the Lower Ormond Quay with the River Liffey flowing to the right of me, I was more inclined to avoid whoever was following me. I’d only just arrived back in Dublin after a stay in London, and I was in no mood for confrontation.

      I was picking up on goblin vibes, though I couldn’t be sure until I laid eyes on the cretin. I did, however, know that the Cabal employed goblins to do their dirty work for them, as the wiry little bastards were sneaky and good at blending in unseen.

      As I moved down a deserted side street, hoping my pursuer would follow me down it, I weighed up my options. There were a number of spells I could use: I could create a doorway in one of the walls next to me and disappear into the building; or I could turn myself to vapor and disappear that way; or I could even levitate up to the roof of one of the nearby buildings and escape. Truthfully though, I didn’t like using magic in broad daylight, even if there was no one around. Hell, I hardly used magic at all, despite being gifted with a connection to the Void—the source of all magic—just like every other Touched being in the world. Despite my abilities, though, I was no wizard. I was just a musician who preferred to make magic through playing the guitar, real magic that touched the soul of the listener, and not the often destructive magic generated by the Void.

      Still, Void magic could come in handy sometimes, like now as I spun around suddenly and said the word, "Impedio!" I felt the power of the Void flow through me as I said the word loudly, and as I looked down the street there appeared to be no one there.

      Only I knew there was someone there. I walked quickly back down the street and then stopped by a dumpster on the side of the road. Crouched behind the dumpster was a small, wiry individual with dark hair and pinched features. He appeared frozen as he glared up at me, thanks to the spell I had used to stop him in his tracks, preventing him from moving even a muscle until I decided to release him.

      "Let me guess," I said. "Iolas got wind I was coming back, so he sent you to what…follow me? Maybe kill me, like he had my mother killed?"

      Anger threatened to rise up in me as blue magic sparked across my hand. Eight words, that’s all it would’ve taken to kill the frozen goblin in front of me, to shut down his life support system and render him dead in an instant. It would’ve been so easy to do, but I wasn’t a killer…at least not yet. If I was going to kill, it had to be the right person, and this creature before me was not the right person.

      The goblin was straining against the spell I still held him in, hardly able to move a muscle. To an ordinary eye, the goblin appeared mundane, just a smallish, weasel-like man in his thirties with thinning hair and dark eyes that appeared to be too big for his face. To my Touched eye, however, I could see the goblin creature for what he really was underneath the glamor he used to conceal his true form, which to be honest, wasn’t that far away from the mundane form he presented to the world. His eyes were bigger and darker, his mouth wider and full of thin pointed teeth that jutted out at all angles, barely concealed by thick lips like two strips of rubber. His skin was also paler and his ears large and pointed.

      "I don’t know what you’re talking about," the goblin said when I released him from the spell. He stood up straight, his head barely level with my chest. "I’m just out for a stroll on this fine summer evening, or at least I was before you accosted me like you did…"

      I shook my head in disgust. What did I expect anyway, a full run down of his orders from Iolas? Of course he was going to play dumb, because he was dumb. He knew nothing, except that he had to follow me and probably report on my whereabouts afterward. Iolas being the paranoid wanker that he was, would want eyes on me the whole time now that I was back in town. Or at least until he could decide what to do with me, as he probably saw it.

      "All right, asshole," I said as magic crackled in my hand, making the cocky goblin rather nervous, his huge eyes constantly flitting from my face to the magic in my hand. "Before you fuck of out of it, make sure Iolas gets this message, will you? Tell that stuck up elf…tell him…"

      The goblin frowned, his dark eyes staring into me. "Go on, tell Iolas what?" He was goading me, the sneaky little shit. "That you’re coming for him? That you’re going to kill him for supposedly snuffing out your witch-bitch mother—"

      Rage erupted in me then, and before the goblin could say another filthy word, I conjured me magic, thrusting my light-filled hand toward him while shouting the words, "Ignem exquiris!"

      In an instant, a fireball about the size of a baseball exploded from my hand and hit the goblin square in the chest, the force of it slamming him back against the wall, the flames setting his clothes alight.

      "Dholec maach!" the goblin screamed as he frantically slapped at his clothes in an effort to put the flames out.

      "What were you saying again?" I cocked my head mockingly at him as if waiting for an answer.

      "Dhon ogaach!" The goblin tore off his burning jacket and tossed it to the ground, then managed to put out the remaining flames still licking at his linen shirt. The smell of burnt fabric and roasted goblin skin now hung in the air between us.

      "Yeah? You go fuck yourself as well, after you’ve apologized for insulting my mother."

      The goblin snarled at me as he stood quivering with rage and shock. "You won’t last a day here, Wizard! Iolas will have you fed to the vamps!"

      I shot forward and grabbed the goblin by the throat, thrusting him against the wall. "Firstly, I’m a musician, not a wizard, and secondly—" I had to turn my head away for a second, as the stench of burnt goblin flesh was atrocious to my nostrils. "Secondly, I’m not afraid of your elfin boss, or his vampire mates for that matter."

      Struggling to speak with my hand still around his throat, the goblin said in a strangled voice, "Is that why…you ran away…like a…little bitch?"

      I glared at the goblin for another second and then let him go, taking a step back as he slid down the wall slightly. His black eyes were still full of defiance. He was tenacious, I’d give him that.

      "I’ve listened to enough of your shit, goblin," I said, forcing my anger down. "Turn on your heels and get the hell out of here, before I incinerate you altogether." I held my hand up to show him the flames that danced in my palm, eliciting a fearful look from him. "Go!"

      The goblin didn’t need to be told twice. He pushed off the wall and walked quickly down the street, turning around after ten yards as he kept walking backward. "You’ve written  your own death warrant coming back here, Chance," he shouted. "Iolas will have your head mounted above his fireplace!" His lips peeled back as he formed a rictus grin, then he turned around and ran, disappearing around the corner a moment later.

      "Son of a bitch," I muttered as I stood shaking my head. Maybe it was a mistake coming back here, I thought. I should’ve stayed in London, played gigs every night, maybe headed to Europe or the States, Japan even. Instead, I came back to Ireland to tear open old wounds…and unavoidably no doubt, to make new ones.

      Shaking my head once more at the way things were going already, I grabbed my guitar and luggage bag, and headed toward where I used to live, before my life was turned upside down two months ago, that is.

      As I walked up the Quay alongside the turgid river, I took a moment to take in my surroundings. It was a balmy summer evening and the city appeared to be in a laid back mood as people walked around in their flimsy summer clothes, enjoying the weather, knowing it could revert back to dull and overcast at any time, as the Irish weather is want to do. Despite my earlier reservations, it felt good to be back. While I enjoyed London (as much as I could while mourning the death of my mother), Dublin was my home and always had been. I felt a connection to the land here that I felt nowhere else, and I’d been plenty of other places around the world.

      Still, I hadn’t expected Iolas to be on me so soon. He had all but banished me from the city when I had accused him of orchestrating my mother’s murder. He was no doubt pissed when he heard I was coming back.

      Fuck him, I thought as I neared my destination. If he thinks I’m going to allow him to get away with murder, he’s mistaken.

      Just ahead of me was Chance’s Bookstore, the shop my mother opened over three decades ago, and which now belonged to me, along with the apartment above it. It was a medium-sized store with dark green wood panelling and a quaint sort of feel to it. It was also one of the oldest remaining independent book stores in the city, and the only one that dealt in rare occult books. Because of this, the store attracted a lot of Untouched with an interest in all things occult and magical. It also attracted its fair share of Touched, who knew the store as the place to go if you wanted to get a hard to find book on magic or some aspect of the occult. My mother, before she was killed, had managed to form contacts all over the world, and there was hardly a book she wasn’t able to get her hands on if someone requested it, for a price of course, and that price was often high, not just in terms of money, but in favors owed.

      As I stood a moment in front of the shop, my mind awash with painful memories, I glanced at my reflection in the window, seeing a disheveled imposter standing there in need of a shave and a haircut, and probably also a change of clothes, my favorite dark jeans and waistcoat having hardly been off me in two months.

      Looking away from my reflection, I opened the door to the shop and stepped inside, locking it behind me again. The smell of old paper and leather surrounded me immediately, soliciting more painful memories and a sense of deep sorrow, as images of my mother flashed through my mind. After closing my eyes for a second, I moved into the shop, every square inch of the place deeply familiar to me, connected to memories that threatened to come at me all at once.

      Until they were interrupted that is, by a mass of swirling darkness near the back of the shop, out of which an equally dark figure emerged, two slightly glowing eyes glaring at me.

      Then, before I could muster any magic or even say a word of surprise, the darkness surrounding the figure lashed out, hitting me so hard across the face I thought my jaw was broken, and I went reeling back, cursing the gods for clearly having it in for me today.

      Welcome home, Corvin, I thought as I stood seeing stars. Welcome bloody home…
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      "You have some balls, Chance."

      I dropped my bags on the floor. "Hello, Dalia," I said. "Good to see you again too. Did you miss me?"

      The dark energy surrounding Dalia reached out again in an instant, slapping me hard across the face as surely as any hand would. "Jesus! Would you stop bloody hitting me, please?" I rubbed at my stinging right cheek.

      Dalia made some sort of hissing sound in response, as if she wasn’t done yet. "I should drag you through the Thorns into the Otherworld and dump you there!"

      Although she could entirely make good on her threat, I didn’t take her seriously. She was just pissed at me, as I had expected her to be. "Calm down, D, will you? I’ve already had a run in with a goblin and I’ve only been off the damn plane less than two hours."

      "Serves you right," Dalia hissed, some the anger now gone from her voice thankfully. When I flicked the light switch, the darkness surrounding her shrank in response and finally dissipated.

      I held my hands up. "I was expecting a warmer welcome than this."

      "A warmer welcome? You think I should’ve had tea and biscuits waiting? Party balloons? Maybe if I’d known you were actually coming back…" Dalia continued to glare at me in her Fae form, which I found to be as unsettling as ever. A mass of flowing black robes rippled around her, and short, dark antlers jutted out either side of her head, making her look like a demonic deer. The slightly glowing yellow eyes set into her pale face, under which more darkness undulated, only added to the scary effect. The first time she revealed her Fae form to me five years ago, I nearly shit myself. She could be intimidating enough before she was kidnapped by the Fae and transformed, over time, into a Demifay. Now she was scary biscuits times ten, when she wanted to be anyway. Most of the time she remained in her mundane form, until her emotions got the better of her, like now.

      She growled slightly as she glared at me. "I should imprison you in your own darkness right now for running off like that."

      "I’d rather you didn’t, if you don’t mind." I crossed the room to the large wooden table that served as a counter, opening one of the drawers, happy to find the bottle of whiskey I was looking for. "And I didn’t run off. I told you in the message I sent you—"

      "Oh yes, the message." Dalia was back in her mundane form as she walked toward me, dressed as always in black, her raven hair, which was red before she was taken to the Otherworld, falling wildly around her pale face. Her previous antagonism had now died down to a mild, simmering anger. "'D' you texted me, 'I’m going to be gone for a while. Please look after the shop for me. I don’t know when I’ll be back. Love, Corvin. P.S. If you’re going to drink the whiskey, make sure you replace it.'"

      I smiled as I held the bottle up. "I see that you did. Thanks."

      She shook her head and sighed, swiping the bottle from my hand so she could take a swig herself. "You’re a fucking asshole, running off like that, leaving me here to manage this place all alone, to deal with all those…people." Dalia wasn’t a huge fan of humans anymore, not since her transformative experience in the Otherworld. Aside from me, she tended to stick with her own kind—other Demifay who understood her. The only time she was interested in humans was when she was probing their inner darkness, which she did partly out of pure fascination, and partly for some sort of sustenance or balm that no one but a Fae would understand.

      "I didn’t run off, I was—"

      "Banished, yeah, I heard. It’s your own fault for rushing in. I told you to wait before confronting Iolas, didn’t I? You had no proof, nothing, just the emotions of a petulant child."

      I shook my head at her, snatching the whiskey bottle back. "My mother was murdered. Sorry if I got a little emotional…"

      Dalia sighed, and then came and wrapped her arms around me, her warm embrace exactly what I needed right then. "Even though I still think you’re an asshole for running off, and even though I will never, ever forgive you for doing so, I’m glad you’re back. I’ve missed my best friend."

      "Me too," I said, squeezing her tight. "Although, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t use your powers to slap me around again. That shit hurts, and it makes me feel less of a man, if I’m being honest."

      "It’s supposed to, and you deserved it." She pulled away from me, a slightly wicked smile on her face now.

      "I suppose I did."

      "No supposing about it—you did. Was there some reason you couldn’t call to let me know where you where, and that you were okay?"

      "I just needed to be alone, D, to grieve…"

      "To grieve?" Dalia shook her head like I was talking shit. "There were things here that needed sorting out, like this shop, for one. It should’ve been you listening to the condolences of the customers, Corvin, not me…as much as I sometimes enjoyed the sweet scent of their tears and the particular texture of their private pain…" She coughed slightly. "Anyway, Teresa was…"

      "Teresa was what?" I asked.

      "Teresa was like a mother to me too. She took me in when there was no place left for me in my own family."

      "I know."

      "Yet you were happy to leave me here alone to grieve." She shook her head. "I may not feel things anymore the way most humans do, but I still feel…perhaps deeper than you could ever imagine, Corvin…"

      "I’m sorry. I thought you would have found support amongst your fellow Demifay."

      "Maybe I did…a little. But I still needed you here, Corvin, since you’re about the only person who knows what I’m going through right now."

      "You can handle it better than me," I said, taking a seat at the desk. "We both know that."

      She looked at me like I was dumb. "Did you hear a single word I just said?"

      "Of course I did, and I’m just saying, we all grieve in our own way."

      "So you grieve by running away for two months?"

      "I already told you, I didn’t run away, I was—"

      "Banished, yeah. I’d still say you ran. It was just your excuse."

      I stared at her, her bluntness like another slap in the face. She wasn’t trying to be nasty, that’s just who she was these days. I still don’t know exactly what happened to her in the five years she was in the Otherworld (with only a year passing in this world), and I probably never would, but I knew she had profoundly changed from the sweet-natured if slightly sullen girl she was before she was taken. On one level she was essentially still the same person, but she was also different on many other levels, some of which I still struggle to understand to this day, or have given up on trying to understand at all. The Sidhe are a strange, mysterious bunch, possibly because they were rumored to have arrived from outer space, which I guess if they were aliens, would explain quite a bit about their strange behavior and customs.

      Eventually, I nodded. "You’re right, it was an excuse. The truth is, I was afraid."

      "You still are. I can taste your fear."

      "Don’t taste me. You know I hate you doing that."

      She smiled slightly. "Maybe I like how you taste."

      Smiling myself now, I shook my head at her. "You’re such a wicked bitch, you know that?"

      Dalia sat on the edge of the desk, her leather boots dangling just off the floor. "You used to like me being wicked, if I remember rightly."

      "At one time, yeah, but that was a different type of wickedness, and besides, we aren’t that way anymore."

      "Do you miss it?"

      "Sometimes."

      She reached down and gently squeezed my inner thigh. "You know, I don’t mind giving you a helping hand now and again."

      "I’m fine, honestly," I said, shaking my head at her as I lifted her hand away. "We already tried that after you got back and it didn’t go so well, if you remember."

      She nodded, a trace of a smile on her face. "I may have drained you a little too much, didn’t I?"

      "It took me a week to recover. You nearly killed me."

      "You enjoyed it though, right?"

      "Nearly dying? Sure, I loved every minute of the physical agony, not to mention the extreme mental anguish. Great fun altogether."

      She shook her head at my sarcasm and grabbed the whiskey bottle off me. "I didn’t know what I was doing back then. I was new to being a Demifay. I have more control now." As if to prove it, she released a tendril of dark energy from her finger and directed it toward my crotch. I felt the energy penetrate me as a not unpleasant tingling sensation began to work its way up from my balls.

      My breathing shuttered for a moment as I went stiff. "Okay," I said. "You can stop now. I feel like I’m being raped by a worm or something."

      In an instant, the tendril of darkness flew out of my crotch and back into Dalia’s finger. "I feel sorry for you," she said. "You will never know what true pleasure is. No human will."

      "Each to their own then, eh? Lucky you know other Demifay who do."

      She smiled. "Yes, I do."

      "Anyway…"

      Without missing a beat or dropping her stare from me, she changed the subject completely. "So what do you plan on doing about Iolas? I assume you have a plan?"

      "No, not really."

      "Does that mean you have sort of a plan?"

      "It means I have no plan at all." I took the bottle back off her and drank, putting it on the desk when I was done.

      "So you’re just going to wait around until Iolas inevitably comes to get you?"

      I shrugged, uncomfortable at the dose of reality she was injecting me with. "I don’t know. I’ll lay low until I can formulate a plan."

      "There’s no laying low with Iolas, not in this city," she said. "You know that."

      "Eyes and ears everywhere. Yeah, I know."

      "He also has friends in high places. Very high places."

      "Are you trying to break my confidence?"

      "I can’t break what’s already broken."

      "Ha ha…"

      "I’m not joking." Her eyes glowed a slight yellow as her gaze on me intensified, and I knew she was about to have a "Fae moment" as I liked to call them; those moments where she went all weird, coming across as decidedly less than human.

      "I can see that," I said, shifting in my seat. To be frank, she scared me a little when she went dark, so to speak, although it’s still a good analogy, as her new form of being was shaped within the Unseelie Court, which to you and me, is the place in the Otherworld where the darker shades of Fae hang out, those who are more in tune with the darker, and in many cases, more evil aspects of the universe and the beings within it, including humans.

      "You will never defeat Iolas, Corvin." As her face darkened somewhat, I could almost feel her searching around inside me, her energy soaking up my innermost fears and emotions. "You don’t have it in you."

      I shook my head, her words deeply cutting. "You should become a motivational speaker. You’re really killing it here."

      "You need to find your self-belief, Corvin. You need to find your power."

      "What power? I already have power."

      "I don’t speak of the power of the Void, I speak of the power of your spirit…your soul."

      I stood up suddenly. "Okay, enough, you’re melting my brain, D."

      "I’m trying to help you, Corvin."

      "She is and all," said another voice, and we both looked to see someone standing in the shop, near the window.

      "What the fuck?" I said. "Monty?"

      A broad grin crossed Monty’s boyish face as he produced a playing card from thin air and tossed it out in front of him. The card seemed to flutter across the room on an unfelt wind before landing on the desk. "I let myself in. Hope you don’t mind."

      "Jesus," I said. "Does the whole fucking city know I’m back?"

      "Dunno, bro," Monty said as he crossed the room. "But at a guess, I’d say yeah, the whole fucking city knows your back."

      I looked down at the playing card on the desk. It was the Ace of Spades.

      The card of death.
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      Monty Christo (real name Monty McGuire), was one of my oldest friends, the two of us having grown up in the same area of the city, though that didn’t mean he was my closest friend. Dalia had that distinction. Monty was frankly too much of a pain in my ass at times for me to consider him my best friend. Good friends, I guess you could call us, in spite of the trouble he’d gotten me into over the years as we were growing up. Monty was a street magician and YouTuber, that’s how he made his living and put his Touched abilities to good use. Before that he was something of a con artist, until he tried to con the wrong mark a few years ago and ended up doing a stint in jail. He’d leveled out a bit since then, I’m glad to say, but his behavior was still unpredictable at times, and neither was he averse to pulling off the odd con on unsuspecting tourists, "just for the craic".

      As Monty—wearing three quarter length shorts and a T-shirt that said 'Touched By God' on it—perched himself lightly on the edge of the desk, I sat back down again and grabbed the whiskey bottle, hugging it to me as if I might need it to hit him with. "What are you doing here?" I asked him.

      Monty’s blue eyes shone deviously, his smile as disarming as ever. "Nigh is dat any way ter greet an auld mucker? 'Owaya Dalia, by de way. Lookin' gran' as ever, oi clap."

      Dalia did her best to smile. She found Monty a little too overbearing, even before she became a Demifay. "Monty," she said, coming to stand next to me as if she didn’t like having her back to him.

      "Jesus," I said scrunching my face up at him. "You’re not talking to your millions of shamrock-loving YouTube subscribers. You can tone down the fake accent anytime you like."

      "Nuttin fake about this accent, boy, I tell yi." Monty smiled and I couldn’t help smiling back. "Feck it. Me subscribers love it. Anyway, you’re just jealous because you only have how many subscribers on YouTube?"

      "Fuck off."

      "Last time I checked, and I check regularly, you had…hmm, let me see now…tree-hundred-and dirty-six subscribers. Your last video of you playing that song got fifty-six views." Monty’s smile never wavered. "I have more statistics if you’re interested, such as—"

      "Jesus! All right! You couldn’t just come in here and give me shit about being away like everybody else, could you? No, you have to swan in here and slag off my fucking YouTube channel!"

      Monty shrugged, still smiling. "That would’ve been too expected. As you know, I only deal in the—" He suddenly flashed a playing card in my face, out of which a tiny firework erupted, fizzing two inches into the air before fizzling out. "Unexpected!" he finished.

      I shook my head at him. "Your still a fuckin’ eidjit."

      Monty laughed. "That’s why you love me, bro, and as far as you being away is concerned, it’s as I said to you at the funeral, we all deal in different ways, don’t we? Except everyone knows you ran away from Iolas like a little bitch."

      "Fuck you," I snapped, opening the whiskey bottle and slugging it.

      Monty smiled. "Jesus, relax, wud yer? I’m just kidding. We all know what a scary dude Iolas is. If it was me, I’d’ve stayed away. You must have a death wish, coming back here."

      I shook my head at him. "That pointy-eared fuck murdered my mother. Do you really think I’m going to let him away with that?"

      "No, bro, of course not," Monty said, suddenly looking serious. "That’s why we’re going to get him, roi?"

      "We?" I said.

      I felt Dalia shift beside me, as if she wasn’t happy with Monty insinuating himself into the situation. "Yes, bro, we. Your mother was a feckin’ saint, everyone knows that. I loved her. So yeah, I’m going to help you do this ting."

      "Do what ting?" I said. "I haven’t decided on what ting I’m doing yet."

      "Revenge, bro, cold hard revenge. That’s what the feck you’re going to do."

      I looked up at Dalia, who didn’t seem to disagree. "That’s why you came back, isn’t it?" she said quietly.

      I nodded. "Yeah, it is."

      "Well, den," Monty said, seeming a little too excited by everything. "That’s why we need a plan. A good plan."

      "I wasn’t intending to make a bad plan."

      "I know, bro, but some plans are better than others."

      "Yeah, and even good plans don’t often survive first contact with the enemy."

      "Are you being defeatist? Why you being defeatist?"

      "I’m not, I just know how hard this is going to be. I mean, it’s fuckin’ Iolas."

      "Everyone has a weakness, bro," Monty said. "We just need to find Iolas’ weakness and exploit the feck out of that shit, yer fale me, bro?" He had his fist clenched against his chest as he said it.

      I couldn’t help smiling at him. "You’re fuckin’ crazy, you know that?"

      "He’s right, though," Dalia said. "We have to be smart about this, Corvin."

      I looked at each of them in turn. "Again with the we. This was never supposed to be a team sport. I can’t expect anyone else to risk their lives over this."

      Monty and Dalia looked at each other as if they shared the same sentiment. "Fuck you, bro. How many times have you helped me over the years? What about that time I pissed off all those orcs when I tried to con them oyt av their hard-earned extortion money? Yer remember dat?"

      I nodded. "How could I forget having the shite kicked out of me by a bunch of angry orcs? I was pissing blood for a week after."

      "Exactly, bro," Monty said. "I owe yer, and that was just one time. There were many others."

      He wasn’t wrong, but I was still uneasy about involving them in my revenge trip, though I couldn’t deny that both Monty and Dalia had skills that would come in useful in my quest to take down the most powerful elf in the country, and by default, the Cabal he was head of.

      "All right, you two," I said, standing up. "There’s some stuff in the apartment upstairs that I need to sort through."

      "Your mum’s stuff?" Monty asked.

      "Yeah, so if you don’t mind…"

      "Say no more, bro." Monty slid off the desk and stood smiling. "I’m hitting the bars the-nite to get some footage for my YouTube channel. I got some awesome new tricks to try out."

      A moment later and Monty was gone, promising to call me tomorrow so we could begin, according to him, to come up with a plan to take down Iolas.

      "You want me to stay?" Dalia asked.

      I shook my head. "I need to do this alone, if that’s okay with you."

      She nodded. "Of course, I understand. You’ll find the place spotless. I kept it tidy while you were away."

      "Thanks." I went up and hugged her. "It’s good to see you again, Dalia, and I’m sorry for running off. It won’t happen again."

      Dalia hugged me back and then kissed me on the cheek, her lips cold on my skin. "I’ll come around tomorrow so we can continue discussing how save your bacon…"

      "And how to strip Iolas of his."

      Dalia smiled rather darkly. "I look forward to it."
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      The apartment above the shop was spacious, with two bedrooms, a large living room with adjoining kitchen area and a small terrace if you fancied sitting in some fresh air. The place was kept smart and tidy, a lot like how my mother used to keep herself. She believed a good presentation was essential for anyone to take you seriously in life. This was true even more so when it came to politics and the work she did for the Council, which consists of the thirteen most powerful families in the Touched world. The Council headquarters are situated in Manhattan, to which my mother traveled to many times on business over the years. The influence and oversight of the Council is cast far and wide, with proxy councils set up in almost every major city around the world, including Dublin. My mother was one of the three proxies here, until she was killed. The other two proxies are a dwarf named Dhorbeg McQullian, and my now nemesis, Iolas Tasar.

      Everywhere I went in the flat, there was signs of my mother’s former existence: book shelves in nearly every room, filled with books old and new; photographs on every wall; her large vinyl record collection in the living room; all of her clothes and jewelry that remained untouched in the master bedroom; even the scent of her perfume still lingered in the air. All of these reminders brought tears to my eyes as I moved through the flat like a ghost, the place feeling empty and missing the love and warmth that my mother once filled it with.

      On the mantel above the stone fireplace, I lifted a framed photograph and stared at it through bleary eyes. It was the last photo my mother and I ever had taken together, on her fifty-eighth birthday. I took her to her favorite local restaurant for dinner, during which she chided me, as she habitually did, for not doing enough with my life and acting like I was still in college. She supported my musical endeavors, but she also strongly believed I needed to be doing something else, something of importance to the world. Despite me saying that music was important enough, she wanted me to get a job serving the Council as she did. I stopped the conversation before it could devolve into an argument, which thankfully it didn’t. After dinner, Dalia joined us for drinks at the flat. It was Dalia who took the photograph of my mother and me, framing us out on the balcony with the rooftops of the city stretching out behind us. My mother looked as radiant as she always did, youthful almost, which was partly down to her Touched nature, which tended to slow the aging process. Her smile was warm, her brown eyes bright and wise. Sighing, I touched two fingers to my lips and then touched the photograph with my fingers, before replacing the frame on the mantel.

      As usual, my sadness was swiftly followed by anger, and the burning need to punish those responsible for her death. Iolas wasn’t the only one involved. There were others who helped him do it. An elf like Iolas doesn’t do his own dirty work. I would find the others complicit in the murder and I would…

      Kill them.

      I’d been thinking it for so long now that I had hardly given thought as to whether I really meant it. I certainly felt like killing those responsible, but did I really have it in me to do so? Could I make the death blow when it came to the crunch, or would I capitulate under the pressure?

      My head was spinning from so many thoughts, and I was beginning to feel physically drained as well, so I decided to get some sleep after a final glass of whiskey.

      Tomorrow I would begin to make plans.
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      Sleep didn’t go so well. First, there was the nightmare, in which I ran through the empty streets of Dublin, chased by some unknown monster that I could never quite see properly, but which remained at a close distance behind me at all times, shadowing me, bathing me in its malevolent presence, until eventually it caught up with me and—

      "Get the fuck up, Chance!"

      My eyes shot open to see a colossal dark figure standing over me, and for terrified seconds, I thought the monster in my dream had somehow managed to cross over into reality (which isn’t unheard of, by the way), but before I could even scream with fright, a massive hand shot down and wrapped around my throat, gripping tight as I was yanked out of bed by the neck and tossed onto the floor like a pile of dirty laundry. As I lay groaning and trying to recover from my shock exit from bed, I looked up to see that there were two figures in the room with me. One of them then crossed the room and switched on the light, though I didn’t need light to know who had broken into my home: two bloody orcs who weren’t doing much to hide their true forms from me, probably figuring they’d be more intimidating this way, and they’d be right. Both orcs stood at least six and a half feet tall, and both were heavily muscled beasts who could snap my neck in an instant if they wanted to.

      "Don’t bother trying to use magic," one of them said, who sported bleached-blonde hair and tribal tattoos on his face.

      "We’ve already used a blocking spell on you," the other said, this dark-skinned brute being completely bald, and like his companion, he sported dangerous-looking tusks that jutted upward out of a cavernous mouth. "While you were sleeping."

      Not one for believing every word I’m told, especially by two orc thugs, I uttered the words, "Invisibilis Factus" in an effort to make myself invisible, but of course, nothing happened. My connection to the Void appeared to be severed at this point in time. It seemed the orc’s weren’t bullshitting after all.

      The blonde one booted me in the stomach, winding me so much I couldn’t breathe. "That’s for not taking us at our word," he said as I lay clutching my stomach, feeling like one of my ribs was at least cracked, if not broken.

      "You’ve got one minute to get up and get dressed," the bald one said.

      "Or we drag your scrawny arse outta here naked," the other said with a sadistic smile on his brutish face.

      "Nice of you," I tried to say, but only a gasp left my mouth as I couldn’t yet breathe properly. Still clutching my stomach, I managed to stand up and grab my clothes off the floor next to the bed, hurriedly pulling then on.

      I was no sooner dressed when the blonde orc grabbed me roughly by the arm and flung me half way across the room. It was all I could do not to lose my balance. "Get moving!" he barked.

      "Where we going?" I asked.

      "Someone wants to speak with you," the bald orc said.

      Well, I thought as I moved down the stairs, wincing at the pain in my ribs, at least they’re not taking me to a quiet spot so they can dispose of me.

      Not yet anyway.
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      I was bundled unceremoniously into the back of a black van, the orcs shutting the doors behind me, enclosing me in darkness. The inside of the van smelled of sweat, blood and piss, and I wondered how many injured souls had lay in here before me, or how many others had been tortured or beaten up in it. At least I wasn’t getting the physical treatment, not yet anyway. As the van pulled off, I tried to conjure my magic again, but was unable to do so. Whatever blocking spell the orcs had used (one no doubt given to them by Iolas), it was strong and I didn’t expect to be casting spells any time soon.

      I sat uncomfortably in the back of the mobile prison cell for nearly an hour, listening to the orcs in the front talking about other thug business they had to take care of for Iolas. Speaking of elves, it didn’t take a genius to work out that the orcs were transporting me to Iolas’ mansion which was situated near Killiney Hill Park, right on the coast facing Dalkey Island. Iolas had many properties throughout the country, but the Killiney mansion was were he spent most of his time. I knew this because my mother worked alongside him for years, and so she knew quite a bit about the elf. Despite the proxy Council, everyone in the Touched community knew that Iolas was practically King of the South. He and his elven brethren controlled most of the business south of the border, as elves often do around the world, capitalist movers and shakers that they are.

      When I felt the van drive over gravel and finally come to a stop, I knew we had arrived at the mansion. A few moments later, the orcs opened the back doors of the van and stood staring in at me like I was some vermin they had captured in the city.

      "Right, worm," the blonde orc growled. "Out you come."

      "I hope you’ve taken me somewhere nice," I said as I was about to exit the van, the smell of salt from the sea already entering my nostrils. "I feel like a moonlight stroll."

      The blonde orc punched me in the stomach as I was jumping out of the van, causing me to land in a heap on the gravel, once again clutching my stomach. Bastard. If he didn’t break my ribs before, he sure fucking did now. "The only place you’ll be strolling is into that fucking sea on the end of my boot if you keep up your smart-mouthing."

      The other orc gripped my arm painfully and hauled me to my feet. "The boss is waiting. Get inside."

      I said nothing more as I walked toward the huge front door of the gray stone house. Two more orcs guarded the door, one of whom pushed me inside, where I was met by a tall elf in a dark suit. "Excuse the security," the elf said, his blue eyes not seeming to hold any malice; the opposite in fact. "They can get a little rough sometimes. Did they hurt you?"

      I stared at the elf as he closed the door on the orcs. "Well, I think my ribs are broken. Does that count?"

      "Apologies. Allow me." The elf suddenly placed a hand on my abdomen and I felt a warmth travel through me, concentrating around my broken ribs. Before the elf even removed his hand, the previous sharp pain I was enduring disappeared. "Better?"

      "Yeah. Thanks. Frankly, I’m surprised you even give a shit about me being in pain."

      The elf, who could’ve been anywhere between thirty and a hundred, looked confused for a moment. "Why is that?"

      I shook my head. "Em…because your boss is a gangster who murdered my mother?"

      Smiling cooly, the elf said, "I wouldn’t know anything about that. This way please. My name is Iliphar, by the way. I’m Iolas’ personal secretary."

      "Nice to meet you."

      I was led through a series of hallways, the walls of which were covered in oil paintings that mostly depicted members of Iolas’ family, along with what looked to be paintings of various Sidhe, and scenes depicting dark going’s on in the Otherworld. It was all very creepy, to be honest, and in keeping with what I already knew about Iolas, and the kind of elf he was.

      Eventually, we stopped by a door that had Celtic and Elfish symbols carved into it. Iliphar knocked the door once, lightly, then waited. What was going to happen to me? Was Iolas going to kill me himself?

      "Come in," said a deep voice from inside, a voice I immediately recognized as Iolas’. His voice alone struck fear in me, and suddenly I didn’t feel quite so defiant or itching for revenge anymore. I should’ve let it go, I thought. Yet somewhere inside me, there was still a tiny voice telling me to hold fast, and to not let Iolas win. I pretty much ignored that voice as I entered the darkened room behind Iliphar.

      "Mr. Chance is here to see you," Iliphar said respectfully, stepping to one side so I could walk further into the room.

      Iolas was sitting behind a huge oak desk that was probably centuries old. He barely looked at me as he stood up, seeming impossibly tall as he did so, and yes, bloody intimidating. "Thank you, Iliphar," he said. "That will be all. See to it that the orcs are paid, will you?"

      Iliphar nodded once. "Of course, sir."

      "Oh, and set a trap for those bloody Faeries who keep stealing my herbs from the garden, will you?" He threw me a withering look then. "I find the best way to deal with vermin is to stamp them out completely."

      I looked away, just as I realized there was someone else in the room. A presence that was even darker than Iolas’, much, much darker.

      Jesus Christ. It can’t be…

      My eyes moved past Iolas to the corner of the large room as I peered hard into the shadows there. The rest of the room was quite well lit, so there shouldn’t have been that much shadow in that one corner, unless whoever was standing there had created the shadow themselves. Which I now knew they had, for in the midst of all that darkness I saw two red eyes glaring right at me—a look that chilled my blood completely, for I knew it was a vampire standing there.

      What the hell is a vampire doing here? I wondered.

      The vampire’s power was almost palpable inside the room, and when Iliphar left, closing the door shut behind him, I felt like a rabbit trapped in a room with two greyhounds, about to be mercilessly torn apart.

      To put it into context for you, higher vampires are rarely seen outside of their enclaves, preferring to let the lower vampires—or vamps—do all the running around for them. It spoke volumes that a vampire was standing in the same room as Iolas.

      "Corvin Chance," Iolas said, coming around the front of his desk to sit on the edge of it as he folded his arms. His long blonde hair spilled down over the shoulders of his dark suit, and his piercing blue eyes bored into me as I stood near the door, thinking I could at least make a break for it if I had to, despite knowing that Iolas could stop me in seconds. And let’s not even consider the vampire skulking in the corner, who could drain me of every drop of blood before my hand could even each the door handle. "I thought we had an understanding, that you were not to come back here. Yet, here you are."

      "Here I am," I muttered, aware that the vampire was staring at me still.

      "Did I not make myself clear when you rudely cornered me after your dear mother’s funeral?"

      Don’t you mention her name! I felt like snarling, but didn’t. I had now realized the only chance I had of getting out of this room alive was by convincing Iolas that I wasn’t a threat to him, and that I no longer believed him responsible for my mother’s death.

      "I was wrong," I told him, the words tearing at my throat and chest as I spoke them. "I may have…jumped the gun in blaming you."

      Coward!

      Iolas stared hard at me. "I’m not sure I believe you. Maybe my friend here could mind-rape you to see what you really believe."

      I glanced to see the vampire’s eyes glowing red again, every other part of him still concealed in shadow. Though I didn’t need to see him to guess that he was probably one of the prince’s from up north, maybe even the one responsible for killing my father years ago.

      "I’m telling you the truth," I said, looking back to Iolas. "Ireland is my home. I just want to live in peace. What you do is of no concern to me."

      Iolas stared for a long time, then he came walking over and stood towering over me. "Your mother was a dear friend of mine, and I miss her greatly. It offends me that you would think I would kill her."

      God, the arrogance. The lies.

      "I was…somewhat emotional when I…accused you of…"

      "Murdering your mother?"

      "Yes."

      "And what else was it? You thought I was head of some cabal that was trying to take over the country?" He snorted, as if the idea was ridiculous. "I already run things here. Why would I need some cabal?"

      I shrugged as my eyes darted nervously to the vampire. "Like I said, I was wrong. Delusional in my grief, you might say."

      Iolas scowled down at me. "I’m not in the habit of killing people, young Chance. Those days have passed long ago."

      Doing my best to remain outwardly calm and reasonable, I nodded, even though it felt like Iolas was trying to bait me into some sort of reaction, tricking me into giving away my true feelings. "I suppose we should all be grateful for that then, eh?"

      "Yes," he said, still staring intently at me. "You should."

      I stood awkwardly until Iolas suddenly turned away and walked back to his desk to pour himself some wine from a crystal decanter. "Would you like a drink, Corvin? We could toast your late mother."

      Before I could even answer, he had the drink poured and was holding out the glass for me to take. I got the impression that if I didn’t accept the drink, the vampire would drink me instead. So I took the glass and raised it slightly as Iolas said, "To Teresa Chance, one of the smartest, and also one of the most beautiful humans I’ve had the pleasure of knowing."

      I gritted my teeth as I managed to form a tight smile. "To Teresa."

      We both drank then, Iolas’ eyes never leaving me.

      Then he said something wholly unexpected.

      "I’d like you to work for me, Corvin."

      I nearly choked on my wine, barely managing to swallow it before I sprayed it all over his desk. "What?"

      "I can see you have your mother’s smarts, perhaps even her talent for magic." He sipped on his wine. "It remains to be seen if you have her courage as well."

      Dumbfounded, I could only stare at him. From the corner, the vampire hissed softly, as if prompting me to answer. "Are you serious?" was all I could think to say.

      "I’m always serious," Iolas said. "That’s something you will learn when you come to work for me."

      Christ, he’s talking like I already do. What the feck?

      Okay, I would humor him, if only because I suddenly glimpsed an opportunity that might allow me to take Iolas down, along with his cabal, though the vampire in the room wasn’t making me feel very confident about doing any of that.

      "So what would this work entail then?"

      Iolas smiled coldly. "I’m glad you asked…" he said.
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      "Wait a minute," I said after Iolas had finished explaining what he wanted me to do for him. "You want me to be your debt collector?"

      The elf flashed another cold smile that did a great job of giving away his total lack of empathy for humans. Most of the elves I had met over the years had the same attitude toward humans, Touched or not. It was in their breeding to behave like superior beings, although most of them weren’t quite as blatant about it as Iolas was. My mother once told me that Iolas was over eight hundred years old, which was still relatively young for an elf, all of whom were basically immortal. And for immortals, the mortality of humans was merely another flaw that allowed the immortal races to go on being superior. "In a way, yes."

      "You have orcs for that. Why would you need me? I mean, look at me. Do I look like a debt collector to you?"

      "Not at all, but that’s the point."

      I frowned. "I don’t understand."

      "As I just finished explaining a moment ago, I have business interests across the length and breadth of this island. Many of those businesses borrowed from me, or from one of my subsidiaries, and now owe me a debt. Most pay their debt, but some don’t."

      "Right, so you want me to go to these businesses or whatever and demand they pay their debt?" I couldn’t help but chuckle slightly, genuinely amused by what Iolas was asking of me. "I’m just a humble musician, Iolas, not some—"

      Iolas slammed his fist down hard on the desk, causing me to jump involuntarily as my eyes widened. "Enough nonsense. You will do this or I will have you dumped into the Irish Sea right this minute. Your insulting behavior still pains me, Corvin. You are lucky I don’t kill you in one of a thousand different ways here and now."

      "I thought killing people was a thing of the past."

      His eyes narrowed, and for a moment, I thought he was going to use his magic to kill me, which he could’ve done as easily as blinking. But instead, he pursed his lips slightly as if trying to contain a smile. "Maybe you have more balls than I thought, Corvin."

      It didn’t feel that way to me as I stood across from him, thinking I was about to die.

      "I think you’ll do fine in your new role," said Iolas, seeming to relax a little as if the deal was done and no further discussion was needed. "You can go now, Corvin. One of my associates will be in touch when you are needed, which I don’t anticipate will be very long. A lot of people owe me a debt. Including you, it now seems."

      I stood for another moment, wanting to say something, but not knowing what to say. It was the vampire hissing in the corner that finally convinced me to leave. As I got to the door, Iolas stopped me and I turned around.

      "Not a word to anyone about my friend here," he said. "Unless you want him to come and visit you some night as you sleep."

      Glancing once more at the vampire, I saw that his eyes were burning fiercely amongst all that surrounding darkness. "Don’t worry," I said. "My lips are sealed."
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      "A fucking vampire?"

      Dalia couldn’t contain her surprise when I told her. "Keep that to yourself for now," I said.

      It was 5:30 in the morning, and we were inside my flat. As soon as one of Iolas’ orc grunts dropped me off ten minutes ago, I called Dalia and she arrived five minutes later. She didn’t sleep much. I was on the whiskey to calm my nerves as my mind buzzed with too many thoughts for me to keep up with.

      "Jazus," Dalia said as she sat on the couch, her raven hair covering half her face. "Elves aren’t supposed to consort with vampires. Vampires consort with nobody but their own."

      I shook my head. "I don’t know what the vampire was doing there. Whatever the reason, I’m sure it’s not good."

      Dalia went silent as she stared at me a moment. "You are carrying a lot of residual fear. What happened with Iolas, Corvin?"

      Sighing, I told her about the debt collecting gig. "Not so much a job offer as a condition of my fuckin’ parole."

      "He threatened to banish you again?"

      "He said he would have me tossed into the Irish Sea if I didn’t agree to work for him. I believed him."

      Dalia went silent again for a moment. "Keep your friends close and your enemies closer," she said.

      "Yeah, I know that’s what he’s doing." I poured myself another whiskey, put the bottle on the mantel and then went and sat on the couch next to Dalia. "He also knows I know that. He seems to enjoy controlling people."

      "No shit."

      "He holds all the cards…for now. This might be an opportunity, though."

      "To take him down, you mean?"

      I nodded. "Damn right."

      Dalia stared at me a moment. "You still haven’t told me how you know he…killed your mother. No offense, Corvin, but you weren’t exactly forthcoming with details before you left. Everyone thinks your mother died in a robbery gone wrong."

      I shot her a look. "Is that what you believe?"

      "It’s not really about what I believe, is it?" She brushed her hair from her face. "Tell me what you believe, that’s all that matters right now."

      Sighing, I retrieved the whiskey bottle and then sat back down again. In the days after my mother’s death, I didn’t have much to do with anyone, locking myself away in the flat as I tried to process everything that had happened. The only time I saw Dalia was at the funeral, and as I’d been drinking (rather heavily) I ended up declaring to whoever would listen that Iolas was the one responsible for my mother’s death. There were Council members there as well, having traveled over from the States to attend the funeral, and also to do their own investigation into the death of my mother. As they concluded like everyone else that my mother died in a botched robbery, the Council members were none too pleased that I should accuse their main man in Ireland of murder and conspiracy. Most people assumed I was just a poor soul in the throes of grief when I made my outburst. Needless to say, Iolas wasn’t happy, and had me escorted from my own mother’s funeral and banished from the country the very same night. So Dalia didn’t know much of anything, and only had my word to go on.

      "All right," I said, looking at her. "Here’s how I know Iolas killed my mother…"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      The night I found my mother dying in the street, I was walking back from a gig I was playing in Temple Bar. The gig went well, and the crowd seemed to dig my music, so I was on a natural high as I jaunted home, helped along by just a few measures of whiskey and a puff of someone’s joint. It was fairly late, so the Quay was pretty much deserted, and as I neared the bookshop the street seemed to be empty, as it usually was after a certain time. Sometimes my mother kept the shop open late if she was expecting customers, but for the most part, the place was always closed by about six or seven.

      Which is why I was surprised to see that the lights were still on. At that point, I slowed my pace as a bad feeling came over me. I didn’t need my heightened senses to know that something was wrong.

      A second later, I saw the form on the ground. Someone in a white lace dress with long dark hair spread out over the cobbles.

      And something else.

      Blood.

      A lot of blood.

      I didn’t want to believe it, but I knew it was my mother lying there, and I ran as fast as I could toward the shop, discovering to my horror that my worst suspicions had been confirmed. "Ma!" I said urgently as I shook her. "Ma!"

      She hardly moved at all, but her eyes opened when she heard my voice. There was so much blood soaking her white dress and pooling on the cobbles around her, I was frankly shocked she was still alive at all. It was hard to tell what her injuries were, and I thought at the time she had been shot, but as I later found out, she had been stabbed in the chest and had probably been bleeding out for at least half an hour before I found her. Of course, the first thing I did was try a healing spell on her, but she had lost so much life-force by that point that the spell had no effect on her.

      "…Son…" She barely managed to raise a hand to touch my arm.

      "Help!" I screamed into the empty street. "Somebody help me!"

      As I reached into my jacket to get my phone, my mother stopped me by squeezing my arm. "…Too late…" she breathed.

      "Ma…no…"

      Her grip tightened on my arm then, and her eyes came into full focus for just a second as she said, "Iolas…stop him…"

      Crying, I shook my head in confusion. "Did he do this, Ma? Did Iolas do this to you?"

      She smiled then, barely. "I…love you…son…"

      "Ma, no please…"

      "…so…much…"

      Her eyes closed as she let go of my arm, and then her head fell to the side and she stopped breathing.

      "Ma?" I said, shaking her. "Ma!"

      But she was dead.

      I don’t know how long I knelt there in the street, sobbing as I hugged my mother’s still warm body, but eventually a man and woman happened along and they called the police. The Guards arrived soon after and took me into the bookshop for questioning. It was established at that point that my mother’s jewelry was missing—all her rings, bracelets and necklaces—a fact which pointed to a robbery. I didn’t believe that, though, and throughout the whole interview, all I could think about was my mother’s last words:

      "Iolas…stop him…"

      What did she mean by that?

      Even in all my shock and grief, I was determined to find out.
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      It was no secret to me that my mother kept meticulous diaries, which she had written in every night for as long as I could remember. It was after my father was killed, when I was nine, that she started the diaries, which at first, were just a way to keep her head together while she mourned my father, who she loved very much. But even after she got over the worst of her grief, she still maintained the diaries, and they soon became like a record of everything she did, both in business and in life. When she had finished writing, she would lock the diaries away in a safe in her bedroom (which I knew the combination of, although she didn’t know that). Sometimes I would get curious, and ask her about the diaries, and she would say that they would be mine to read if I so wanted after she had gone.

      I hadn’t expected to be reading the diaries quite so soon, but I knew if I was going to find answers anywhere, they would be the best place to start. So the very next day, after I’d dealt with the police and finished answering a million phone calls from around the world, made by people who had heard about my mother’s murder (word travels quickly in the Touched world), I opened the large safe in my mother’s bedroom and stared at the stack of journals in there for quite a long time. I was almost afraid to touch them, for I knew in doing so I would end up exacerbating my grief by reading my mother’s innermost thoughts, knowing I would never speak to her again. I broke down twice before I was finally able to take out the most recent journal.

      The journal was quite large and thick, bound in soft brown leather, smelling of ink and my mother’s favorite perfume.  Opening it to the first page, I was confronted with my mother’s exquisitely neat handwriting, which covered the whole page. She was old school, so she used quill and ink to write with. I asked her once why she didn’t use a normal pen to write with, and her reply was that the laboriousness of writing with a quill made sure she stayed concise in her writing, and that every word counted. Her handwriting was so meticulously formed that I had no trouble reading it.

      I went to a date that was about six months before she was killed, and started reading from there, skimming over much of the stuff relating to the Council, which was more often than not descriptions of petty grievances she had helped to sort out between members of the Touched community here in Dublin and the outlying counties. Surprisingly, there was very little in the journal about herself that didn’t involve her work. Sometimes she would write that she had been thinking of my father that day, or that she was depressed or saddened over something she had seen. For the most part though, it was the thoughts of a happy woman contented with all the good work she was doing. She mentioned me a lot, of course, and when I read some of the things she wrote, I couldn’t help but cry. She loved me so much, and despite my slacker ways, she was immensely proud of me, even if I wasn’t living up to my full potential, as she put it.

      After a couple of hours of reading, I finally came across an entry that was dated two weeks before her death, and which concerned Iolas:

      Iolas was even more arrogant and dismissive than usual at the Council meeting today. Two of the thirteen Manhattan Council members were also present via video link. I was growing increasingly concerned at the vamp attacks that have been happening around the city, so I called the meeting to plan a strategy to combat the attacks. I even asked the Prince’s to attend, but they point blank refused and said they wanted nothing to do with the Council or its business, and the Council should stay out of there’s. Needless to say, the Manhattan members were not amused by this arrogance, and were threatening to send an envoy to Dublin to force the vampires into compliance. Attacks on humans are strictly forbidden of course, so the Council wasn’t going to stand for it if we couldn’t contain the situation ourselves. I was confident we could sort things out however, and expected Iolas’ backing on the matter. Instead though, Iolas dismissed the whole thing as an over-reaction, and even had the gall to suggest that a few human lives hardly mattered in the grand scheme of things. "You give the humans too much protection," he said. "They don’t deserve it."

      He left the room after that, leaving everyone else appalled at his callous attitude. I, of course, know Iolas well, and I am aware of his deep contempt for humans, but he had never been so transparent about it in front of the Council before. It was like he didn’t care about pretenses anymore.

      I’ll be keeping a close eye on Iolas from now on.

      Iolas stopped attending most of the Council meetings, as if he saw them as a waste of time. When my mother confronted him about his absenteeism, Iolas claimed he had no interest in maintaining the status quo anymore, and that he’d had enough of bowing down to human society, viewing humans themselves as weak and pathetic.

      As I read through the rest of the journal, I picked up on various lines such as:

      …Iolas always was a dark horse compared to his mostly benign Elven brethren, though I’m not sure why…

      …he seems ruled by his darker desires…

      …Iolas is making moves…I can feel it…

      One of her last entries detailed how she saw Iolas get into the back of a black limo right outside the Council building on Dame Street (the same building occupied by Dublin City Council). It was night, and as the limo drove past, the window rolled down just enough for my mother to glimpse the face of Prince Constantine, the same vampire who killed my father all those years ago. My mother wrote that he "smiled coldly at me, as if enjoying the fact that I had now seen him, knowing full well what the consequences of the sighting would be…and not caring at all."

      When I came to the very last entry in the journal, dated the day before she died, I read it with a heavy heart that was tinged with more than a little anger:

      Seeing Constantine in the limo with Iolas has been a huge shock to me. That vampire took my husband from me, and didn’t even try to hide the fact that he did it at the time. He killed Max for doing his job, nothing more. It still galls me to this day that the Council did little to punish Constantine for his murderous actions. The only reason I chose to remain working for the Council afterward was so I could ensure such a travesty of justice never happened again. And now Constantine, that murderous wretch, is in my city, apparently teaming up with an elf who is supposed to be looking out for the South, not bringing danger to it in the form of a six-thousand-year-old vampire who sees humans as nothing more than walking blood bags. What can Iolas hope to gain from such a partnership that he doesn’t already have? Or perhaps I am just jumping to conclusions, allowing my own prejudices to twist what is in front of me? Either way, the Council has to know about Iolas and Constantine being seen together…

      The very next night, my mother was dead.
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      After I’d finished telling Dalia everything, she sat for a long time in contemplative silence, though I knew what she was going to say even before she spoke.

      "Everything you just said is circumstantial at best, Corvin, you do realize that, don’t you?" I felt her dark eyes on me as I stared toward the fireplace. "I can see now why the Council didn’t do anything."

      "Fuck the Council," I snarled. "That’s both my parents dead in service to that fucking kangaroo court."

      Dalia sighed as if she could sense my pain, and moved closer to put her hand on my shoulder. As I looked into her eyes, I saw my face reflected back at me in her slightly swirling retinas. "I feel your pain," she said. "When I was taken to the Otherworld, I spent a long time feeling powerless and mourning the loss of my former life. Then when I escaped and got back here to find an impostor in my place, I had to experience that loss all over again. But you know what got me through?"

      I did, but I asked anyway. "What?"

      "Having you here. You accepted me straight away, even though I had changed." She smiled and stroked my cheek, her hand cold on my skin. "My dear Corvin. What would I do without you?"

      "I always knew that imposter wasn’t you."

      "How?"

      "Initially I sensed the Fae Glamor, but there was something else missing: the connection we had." I had told her this a thousand times, but she never tired of hearing it. Anyway, you have your own people now…the Demifay."

      "Yes, but none of those understand me like you do."

      "You think I understand you, even after all you’ve been through?"

      She nodded. "You do, whether you know it or not. I know I confound you, even scare you sometimes, but even after everything, we still have that connection, you and I. It’s a miracle, don’t you think?"

      "You’re asking a magicslinger if he believes in miracles?"

      "There are other powers in the universe besides the Void." Her eyes went black for a moment, that ineffable darkness within her excited by something unknown to me. "The Otherworld opened my eyes to so much more…" She trailed off, then said, "I wish I could tell you about it all, but…"

      "My mind couldn’t comprehend, I know."

      "One day I will find a way to show you the wonders outside of this realm." She smiled as she rested her head on my shoulder. "You’d be amazed."

      "I’m sure I would," I said. "It sounds more preferable than my current existence. Maybe you could take me to the Otherworld yourself and leave me there."

      Her head snapped up, her eyes darkened again. "Don’t even joke about that. As much as my eyes were opened to wonder, the pain and horror I experienced far outweighed it."

      "What about the Seelie Court? Wouldn’t things be easier there, amongst the light Fae?"

      Dalia shook her head and sighed slightly like I knew nothing. "There are no 'light' Fae, Corvin. There are Fae who are too indifferent to humanity to bother with them much, and there are Fae who like to indulge their darker desires and inflict pain and suffering on humans and other creatures—those of the Unseelie Court—but there are no light Fae, anymore than there are light or dark humans. So even if I did drop you at the Seelie Court, you would still suffer greatly, as your very makeup and fundamental nature got stretched and torn and shredded and then hammered painfully back into an alien shape."

      "Sounds like fun."

      "It isn’t."

      I sighed and stared up at the ceiling. "Here is the only place for me to be anyway, so I can find who killed my mother."

      "And what if it does turn out to be Iolas?" she asked. "What if Constantine had a hand in it, which he most likely had if he is working with Iolas as you say? Taking on two such powerful creatures would be suicide."

      "Maybe," I said. "But I don’t have a choice. I owe it to me ma, and me da for that matter."

      "Well, I’m here for you no matter what."

      Smiling, I kissed her slightly cold forehead. "I know. Thank you, and I’m sorry for running off like that. It was selfish of me."

      "You were just doing what you thought you had to. You’re here now, that’s all matters."

      I nodded. "You’re right, I am here, but what matters more is me finding my mother’s killer."

      "And what about your father? Haven’t you ever wanted to avenge his death as well?"

      "Of course I have, but I could never get near a vampire like Constantine…until now that is." I cleared my throat. "I never mentioned it, but Constantine was with Iolas while I was there."

      "In the same room?"

      "Yeah, though I didn’t know it was Constantine, as I’ve never laid eyes on the guy before. But given what me ma saw…"

      "It makes sense," Dalia finished.

      "Yeah. The two are definitely in cahoots."

      "But why?"

      "I’m not sure, but I’m going to find out." I paused. "Will you help me?"

      She took offense as she shook her head at me. "Why would you even ask that? You know I will."

      "Things could get dangerous, Dalia," I said. "Hell, they will get dangerous."

      Dalia’s eyes darkened as wisps of dark energy grew up around her. "And what am I if not dangerous as well?"

      I could almost feel my fear levels rise just sitting there. She had a very unsettling way of penetrating to your core so she could lay her cold, probing touch there. "I’m just glad you’re on my side, D."

      She smiled as the darkness continued to swirl around her, still managing to be sexy despite all the dark glamor, or maybe because of it. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t turn me on sometimes.

      As I was about to suggest heading down the street for a coffee, the door to the flat was knocked hard three times. Dalia looked at me. "Who’s that, the fucking police?"

      I shook my head. "I’m not expecting anyone…"

      "Especially at this time. Maybe it’s Monty, come to grace us with his mad skills."

      "When have you ever known Monty to be up at this time of the morning?"

      Dalia nodded. "Good point. You’d better go see who it is then."

      I got up off the couch, and as I walked to the front door, I readied myself with some magic in case the visitor or visitors were of the aggressive kind, like the two orcs who let themselves in only several hours before. "Who is it?" I asked at the door without opening it, but there was no answer. Playing it mysterious then, I thought, or just plain arrogant.

      Shaking my head, I sighed and opened the door to see a woman in her late twenties standing there. The first thing I noticed about her was her silvery blonde hair, which was cut short, her longish fringe pushed over to one side. I could see the points of her ears protruding slightly from her hair, the first indicator of her elven heritage. The dark makeup around her blue eyes made her look even more striking, as did the tight leather pants that hugged her long legs, and the slightly scruffy leather jacket she wore, underneath which, I just knew she had a gun. Not that I could see it or anything. She just looked the type to walk around armed to the teeth. Despite her somewhat intimidating appearance, however, there was no doubt the stranger was beautiful. But then what else do you expect? She was an elf, after all.

      The elven woman stared hard at me for a moment, as if sizing me up. The look of mild disdain on her face told me she didn’t much like what she saw. "My name’s Amelia Tasar," she said in a throaty voice that had just a hint of a Southern brogue to it. "Iolas sent me. You ready to go to work, Corvin Chance?"
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      I stared at Amelia Tasar dumbly for a moment. "Work? Already?"

      Amelia sighed as if she didn’t have the patience to argue with me. "There’s a lot to do. I suggest you hurry up."

      She looked past me toward Dalia just then, who was now standing not far behind me. She didn’t seem too intimidated by the elf, and neither was Amelia intimidated by Dalia as they both stared at each other as if each was waiting on the other saying something inflammatory, just so they could begin to assert their dominance over each other.

      "I’m going with you, Corvin," Dalia said after a tense moment of silence. "I don’t trust these elves."

      I looked at Amelia, expecting her to be incensed by Dalia’s  remark, but her face remained passive as her eyes went to me. "Tell your little goth friend this isn’t a group outing. I’ll wait out in the car. You have one minute to get going. Don’t make me have to come back up here." She gave Dalia a final disapproving glance before turning on her knee high boots and walking down the stairs.

      I watched her go for a second, taking in her confident gait as she moved away, not to mention her slender arse as it swung from side to side. Then I turned around to see that Dalia was fuming, her dark energy swirling agitatedly around her. "I don’t like that elven bitch," she spat.

      "No shit," I said as I went to grab my jacket.

      "You’re not seriously going to let her order you around, are you?"

      "What do you want me to do, Dalia?" I pulled on my dark jacket and tied my hair back in a loose ponytail. "I told you, this will be my way in."

      Dalia raised her eyebrows. "Your way into what, her fucking pants?"

      I couldn’t help but laugh. "Get a grip, will you? She looks like she’d fuckin’ kill me first."

      "So you want to then?"

      "Want to what? Fuck her? Jesus, I’ve only just met her. What the fuck do you care anyway?"

      She turned her head away slightly. "I don’t, I just don’t want you to get hurt, that’s all."

      I went to her and gave her a brief hug, the cloud of darkness around her dissipating as I did. "Don’t worry about me, I can look after myself."

      "Fine," she said. "Just don’t do anything too bloody stupid."

      "Probably a bit late for that, don’t you think?"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There was only one car parked outside in the street: a black Dodge Charger. I’d seen enough of them on TV to know what the car was. Amelia Tasar sat in the driver’s seat staring straight ahead. "Nice wheels," I said as I got inside and closed the door. "American import? It must be great to have wealth."

      Amelia barely looked at me as she put the car in gear and took off up the street, the tires on the Dodge screeching slightly as she turned left, taking us past the fan-shaped Blessed Sacrament Chapel (which although it was Catholic, held regular Druidic ceremonies in a large chamber beneath). Even at this time of the morning, the car was turning heads. You didn’t see too many motors like it on the streets of Dublin. I got the impression Amelia enjoyed standing out though, not because she craved attention (far from it, it seemed), but because she liked to feel superior, as most elves did, the Tasar’s especially.

      "So who are you?" I asked as she turned left agin onto N. Lotts. "Are you Iolas’ daughter or something?"

      "His niece," she said.

      I nodded. "Right." Despite her beauty, it was difficult for me to feel any kind of good will toward Amelia, mainly because Iolas was her uncle, which in my mind made her the enemy, at least for now. "So what am I even doing here?"

      "You’re here because Iolas wants you here." She threw me a glance. "If it was up to me, you wouldn’t be here at all. I don’t need any help doing my job."

      "Help with what exactly? Iolas wasn’t too clear on that. Are you a debt collector?"

      "When I have to be."

      "Are you being deliberately vague?"

      "Maybe I just don’t want to talk to you."

      "Okay…" I stared out the window as we turned into Capel Street, which was lined either side with two-bay buildings that were home to all manner of shops. It was one of my favorite places to go in the city, mainly because it wasn’t as commercialized as everywhere else, with not a Starbucks or McDonalds in sight. "Capel Street, the only place in the city where you can buy a lightbulb, sex lubricant, Brazilian rice, get a pint and go to a trad session all in one trip."

      Amelia barely glanced at me, but she couldn’t hide her slight smile. "I hear you’re a musician."

      "Yeah, singer songwriter. You like music?"

      "No."

      I stared at her a second, taken aback by her bluntness. "So what do you like then?"

      "That’s none of your concern."

      She pulled the Dodge up outside one of Dublin’s last remaining pawn shops, a place called Haknet’s. The shop was run by a goblin of the same name. I’d done business with him a few times in my college days. Like most goblins, I remember him being sly and twitchy. When Amelia cut the engine, she turned to look at me fully for the first time, her blue eyes stunning in the bright morning light. "This is us," she said. "Keep your trap shut and stay out of my way, you understand?"

      I nodded. "And if I don’t?"

      She sighed. "Are we going to have a problem? If so, I’ll have to call Iolas and let him know."

      "No," I said shaking my head. "We won’t have a problem. I just want to know what the fuck I’m doing here, that’s all. You clearly have everything in hand."

      "That’s right, I do. Don’t do anything to fuck that up."

      "Fine, lead the way then."

      As I got out of the car, I squinted up at the three golden balls set into a wrought iron frame hanging above the shop doorway. Historically, this was how you recognized a pawn shop, by the three golden balls, which had something to do with Saint Nicolas—good ol’ Santy Claus—supposedly saving three girls from poverty by secretly throwing the golden balls in their window. Although, if you ask me, the whole story is a load of balls, as St. Nick was too busy being a Christian in Turkey to worry about three poor little Irish girls, but anyway.

      It was just after 9.00 a.m. so the shop was open already, as were most of the other businesses, going by the crowds assembled in the street so far. Amelia paused with her hand on the door. "Remember," she said. "Stay quiet and let me handle this."

      I couldn’t help but frown now. "Handle what exactly?"

      Amelia ignored my question and went inside.
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      The inside of the pawn shop was like a treasure trove, and pretty much how I remembered it from the last time I was in a few years before. Nearly every available space was taken up by things like guitars, electrical appliances, bikes, video game consoles, antiques and even racks of clothes thanks to people coming in and selling their Sunday best. Over by the counter in the back of the shop there was wracks of jewelry, with the more expensive items—the Rolexes and diamond rings—kept under the counter itself, protected by thick glass. Standing behind the counter was a rotund man, small in stature but with a head that seemed too big for his body. His dark, gray-streaked hair was greased across his skull and he wore a gray shirt, waistcoat and black tie. A gnawed, unlit cigar nearly fell from his thick lips when he set his large, squinty eyes upon Amelia. From his face, you would think he just shat himself behind the counter.

      "Amelia," he said, taking the cigar from his mouth and holding it between his gnarly fingers. "What are you…"

      Amelia was about to speak, before I butted in. "Awright, Haknet," I said. "I pawned a guitar in here once. Don’t suppose you still have it, do you? I should never have sold it, to be honest, but I was hard up at the time, and well…you know the score, right? Needs must and all that."

      Turning her head slowly toward me, Amelia gave me a look that said she would kill me if I didn’t shut the fuck up. "What did I say?"

      I smiled slightly and nodded. Is she aware I’m just testing her out? I wondered. If she was, she didn’t seem to care. "Sorry. Please, go ahead."

      She shook her head at me and turned back to the goblin behind the counter. "You know why I’m here, Haknet," she said. "Iolas wants his money back. You said you would procure a certain item, and you didn’t."

      Oh yes, I’d forgotten the pawn shop also traded in rare and valuable artifacts of the magical variety, a fact known only by the Touched, for the most part anyway.

      Haknet did his best to give Amelia an appeasing smile, though the bead of sweat running down his forehead said he was far from relaxed. "I’m having a little trouble procuring said item," he said. "If you just give me another week or so, I should be able to—"

      "Forget it," Amelia said. "Iolas doesn’t want it anymore, he just wants his money back."

      The goblin’s chest seemed to sink as he struggled to maintain his smile. "About that…"

      Amelia walked closer to the counter. "You better have it."

      "I do, I do, it’s just…"

      "Just what?"

      "It’s a little tied up at the moment."

      "Tied up?" Amelia suddenly shot a hand out and grabbed Haknet by his tie, pulling him right into the counter. "Are you telling me you gambled Iolas’ money?"

      Haknet shook his head vigorously. "Of course not, I would never—"

      "Don’t bullshit me!"

      "I’m not! Look, I’ll get the money. I have a reserve in the back."

      Amelia didn’t let him go as she continued staring at him. "If you’re fucking with me, you’ll be sorry."

      Haknet glanced at me for a second as if I could help him, but I merely shrugged. If he was dumb enough to get into business with someone like Iolas, that was his problem. Same it was my problem if I got into business with someone like Iolas, which of course I had in a way. "Pay up," I said as I strummed one of the acoustic guitars hanging on the wall. "Or not, and then I get to see Amelia there go all medieval on your ass, which I have to admit, I’d like to see."

      "Go get the money," Amelia said to Haknet as she finally let go of him.

      As Haknet went to walk through a door behind him, Amelia stopped him in his tracks by saying, "No tricks, goblin, not if you know what’s good for you."

      Haknet forced a tight smile. "I’ll just be a moment."

      When the door closed behind him, Amelia turned to me as I stood admiring an abstract painting on the wall. "What did I tell you?"

      "To keep my mouth shut," I said casually.

      Amelia sighed and shook her head. "You think you’re some kind of rebel, don’t you? Some immature little twat who thinks it’s cool to rage against authority."

      I smiled again. "You really have me down to a T, don’t you?"

      "Shut up."

      "Sure, I will, but there’s something you should know, something I’m shocked you don’t know already."

      "And what’s that?"

      "Haknet doesn’t have Iolas’ money, and there’s a back door in this place."

      Amelia stared at me a moment, her beautiful features gradually hardening into stone. "Motherfucker."

      She leaped over the counter then with all the grace of a gazelle before aiming a perfectly timed kick at the door in front of her, which despite its heavy appearance, flew open, the frame splintering in the process. "Haknet! You better be in here!"

      But of course, he wasn’t. I knew the second the goblin disappeared that he’d be sprinting for the back door. It was well known that Haknet had a gambling problem, and he had clearly misappropriated the money Iolas had given him. I could’ve warned Amelia of this sooner, and she probably would’ve caught Haknet before he left the building. But then if I’d did that, I wouldn’t have had the chance to catch him myself and foster some good will with the Tasar’s.

      So as soon as Amelia went out the back, I immediately said the words, "Nebulam, fumum, vaporem tu debes evadere!" This was a spell that permitted me to slip into the Astral Plane, becoming like vapor in the process, and thus pass myself through solid objects such as the ceiling of the shop. Fairly quickly, I rose up through the ceiling and into a storeroom above, continuing to pass through boxes and other objects until I rose through another ceiling into an attic room filled with more stuff, and then finally out onto the roof, at which point I made myself solid again.

      After looking around for a second, I smiled when I spotted Haknet running across the roofs of the other buildings at top speed. Goblins are agile little bastards, even the more portly ones like Haknet. As there was a ladder out the back of the pawn shop which lead to the roof, it didn’t take a genius to figure out that Haknet would try to make his escape across the rooftops rather than through the streets.

      I tried the obvious Halting Spell first to stop Haknet in his tracks, but it didn’t work, probably because the goblin had warded himself against low level magic attacks, most likely through the use of a talisman or similar item. In the meantime, he kept running at a surprisingly fast speed, leaping from one rooftop to the next.

      "Fuck it," I said as my adrenaline started to pump. "I’ll catch you the old fashioned way."

      The morning sun beat down on me as though warming me up for the chase, and then I began to sprint across the rooftops after Haknet. When I’d covered three of the buildings, I became aware of another presence behind me, and I looked to see Amelia hot on my trail, or at least on Haknet’s trail.

      No way is she beating me…

      I increased my speed as I kept my eye on Haknet, who had almost reached the last building. After that, there were would be a considerable jump to the next row of buildings, though I had no doubt the goblin would make it, especially given his motivation to avoid capture. He would then probably go down a fire escape and drop down into one of the narrow alleyways, disappearing before I could catch up to him. I couldn’t let that happen. I had elves to impress, after all. Speaking of which, Amelia was catching up on me fast. She would reach Haknet before I did if I didn’t do something, so I used a Distraction Spell as I ran, aimed at Haknet.

      "Aversum!"

      The second the spell was cast, a ball of fiercely bright light exploded with a bang right in front of Haknet. This happened just as he was about to make his leap to the next building. A shocked cry erupted from him as he jumped off the rooftop to get to the next building, but the distraction caused him to mess up his jump and he ended up slamming into the side of the adjacent building, just barely managing to grip the roof before he fell to the street below. "Shite!" he cried out as he struggled to pull himself up, unsuccessfully.

      "How’s it hanging there, Haknet?" I shouted over, unable to help myself.

      "Damn you!"

      "There’s your man," I said to Amelia as she appeared beside me, my face slightly flushed, though she hadn’t even broken a sweat. Neither was she out of breath.

      "You knew he was running up here, didn’t you?" she said.

      "I might’ve had some idea," I said smiling.

      "Help!" Haknet shouted. "I can’t hold on much longer!"

      "Well, you should’ve thought of that before you ran," Amelia said dismissively, as if she didn’t care if Haknet fell two stories and broke both his legs.

      "I’m sorry! Pull me up, please!"

      "In a minute…maybe."

      "You’re just going to let him fall?" I asked her.

      "You think I should?"

      I shook my head. "It’s just money. I think he’ll find it a lot harder to pay his debt if he can’t walk, don’t you?"

      Amelia stared at me a minute. "I suppose so."

      She then leaped across to the other building without taking a run at it first, once again impressing me with her physical prowess. A smile appeared on my face as I couldn’t help but wonder what she would be like in bed with such athleticism. Then I watched her roughly pull Haknet up by the scruff and dump him down on the rooftop like a piece of trash. My thoughts turned from sexy to violent in an instant, and the smile soon dropped from my face.

      "I’m taking you to see Iolas," she said. "You can explain to him in person why you don’t have his money."

      Haknet knew there was no point in arguing. He looked deflated as he hauled himself to his feet, and more than a little fearful. So much so I almost felt sorry for him.

      "I’ll see you down at the car," I shouted across to Amelia.

      Amelia nodded, and unless I was mistaken, I thought I even saw a modicum of respect for me in her face.
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      "So satisfy my curiosity for me," I said to Amelia as she drove us to Iolas’ mansion. "Are you carrying under your jacket?"

      Amelia gave me her by now familiar deadpan stare. "Carrying? Do I look like I need to carry a gun?"

      I shrugged. "I’m not saying you’re not capable, far from it. I just thought maybe you liked to carry a gun, you know, to make you feel more like a gangster and all."

      Her stare hardened. "You think I’m a gangster?"

      "I think all the Tasar’s are gangsters," Haknet said from the back seat. "I think it’s in your blood."

      "What would you know about it?" Amelia said as she stared at Haknet in the rearview mirror.

      "Plenty," Haknet said. "I’ve worked with your family for years."

      "Stealing their money?" I said.

      Haknet made a face at me. "I didn’t steal anything. That money is just tied up, I told you."

      "With which bookie?" Amelia said. "I bet if I asked that dwarf  who owns the betting shop on the corner of Leary Street he’d tell me you lost the exact amount Iolas gave you."

      "So what if I did? It doesn’t mean to say I won’t get it back." Haknet paused. "I’ve a sure thing running in the three-thirty at Ascot today."

      "A sure thing?" I said smiling. "Aren’t they all?"

      "This one is," Haknet said.

      "Tell it to Iolas," Amelia said. "I really don’t care."

      We arrived at the mansion ten minutes later and two orcs met us in the driveway. Amelia handed Haknet over to them, and he despondently walked with the orcs inside the mansion. As I watched the door close behind them, I wondered if I’d ever see the goblin again, at least in his current state. I had visions of walking into the pawn shop one day to find Haknet was missing a finger or an eye…or worse.

      "So what now?" I asked Amelia as we drove out the security gates again. "Are we done for the day then?"

      She shook her head. "Not quite."

      I sighed inwardly. "More debt collecting?"

      "I have to kill someone."

      I couldn’t contain my shock. "What?"

      Amelia laughed. "You should see your face."

      Shaking my head, I said, "Very funny, though I wouldn’t be surprised if you were telling the truth." An ugly thought hit me then. "Did you kill my mother?"

      Now it was her turn to seem surprised. "What?"

      "You heard me. You’re Iolas’ enforcer, right? Taking out your uncle’s enemies sounds like it fits your job description."

      Amelia suddenly slammed on the brakes in the middle of the road, causing horns to sound behind us as the other cars went around, the drivers making angry gestures out the window, which Amelia ignored. "Let’s get one thing straight," she said. "I don’t kill people. I also don’t know anything about your mother’s death."

      "Her murder. She was murdered…and I don’t believe you."

      Amelia stared at me for a long time as more cars veered around us with the drivers slamming on their horns. "Take my hand," she said eventually, holding her left hand out to me.

      "Why?" I asked.

      "You have abilities, don’t you? Surely you can sense if someone is a murderer or not."

      She was right in what she was saying, I could sense the general state of someone’s soul, and how much darkness or light existed there. And if I tried really hard, sometimes I could even sense the specific nature of the darkness or light in someone’s soul. The last time I did this was seven years ago, when I was twenty-one and still in Trinity College. Monty, who was there with me at the time, became convinced one of his professors was a pedophile. Monty was sexually abused by his uncle as a kid, so he was understandably wound up by this professor, and if it turned out the prof was a kiddie fiddler, Monty vowed to ruin the guy. So I offered to help, as my soul gazing abilities were stronger than Monty’s thanks to my mother’s diligent tutelage over the years. I went up to the prof one day under the pretense of congratulating him on a stimulating lecture. When I grabbed his hand to shake it, I went deep inside him and saw…well, you really don’t want to know what I saw. Let’s just say that some things can’t be unseen, and some feelings can’t ever be unfelt. When I let go of his hand I was violently sick over the guy’s shoes. I didn’t function properly for months after that, even going as far as to leave college altogether. I also vowed never to gaze upon another soul, for fear of what I might find.

      But now circumstances had changed. My mother was murdered and I needed to know who did it. If Amelia’s soul wasn’t tainted by murder, at least I could eliminate her as a suspect.

      So I reluctantly took hold of her hand and looked straight into her deep blue eyes. Soul gazing is a very intuitive process. I don’t actually see very much apart from a few flashing images usually, but I feel a hell of a lot. In Amelia’s case, the over-riding feeling I got from her was pain—physical, mental and spiritual pain. There was joy in there, sure, along with everything else you would expect a functioning being to experience, including pleasure, most of which seemed to be of the sexual variety. The few images I got seemed to be from Amelia’s childhood: one of her being scolded by her father; another of her witnessing some dark ritual involving tall figures in hoods; and another of her holding her mother’s hand as she died. This last glimpse almost brought tears to my eyes, and I let go of her hand at that point, but continued to look into her eyes until she looked away, seeming almost ashamed now. As I sat back in my seat, she started driving again like there was nothing more to say.
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        * * *

      

      "Why did you let me do that?" I asked after a while. We seemed to be heading back toward the city, and Amelia appeared more broody than she was earlier.

      "Just so you would know I had nothing to do with your mother’s death," she replied.

      "But why? Why do you care what I think?"

      She turned her head to look at me for a moment. "I don’t, to be honest. But both my parents died under mysterious circumstances when I was little, and I don’t want anyone thinking I had a hand in taking either of their parents away from them."

      I nodded. "I get it."

      "So we’re clear then?"

      "Yeah. What happened to your parents?"

      "None of your business."

      Of course it isn’t.

      "I take it Iolas took you in after they died?"

      She nodded. "He did."

      "When did he start you working for him?"

      "You ask a lot of questions."

      "Hey, I’m just making conversation. Have you always been this abrasive?"

      She shook her head slightly, seeming somewhat affected by my question, though she gave no reply.

      Silence ensued for another moment, until I said, "You seem to carry an unusual amount of pain."

      "Doesn’t everyone?"

      "Yeah, but…" I trailed off. Fuck it, I thought. It’s none of my business anyway.

      Amelia carried on driving in broody silence for a while, until we arrived at an industrial estate in Damastown, on the edge of Mulhuddart and Clonee Village, which were about forty-five minutes away from the city. I only knew the place because I once filmed a music video in the nearby Mulhuddart Wood, back in my youth when I was part of a black metal band called Athrú Fola (we made one album that sold a few hundred copies at most). Amelia seemed to know where she was going as she took us through the maze of roads that separated the buildings within the sprawling and strangely deserted estate. Eventually, she pulled up outside what appeared to be a warehouse. "Stay here," she said. "I’ll just be a minute."

      "You don’t need my help?"

      "I didn’t need it last time either."

      She opened the door and then slammed it behind her, disappearing into the warehouse, leaving me to slump back into my seat, shaking my head as I wondered what the fuck I was doing here. "You’re in balls deep with your ma’s murderer," I said to myself. "That’s what the fuck you’re doing here."

      I couldn’t help feeling under Iolas’ thumb, like everyone else around him seemed to be, including Amelia. She came across as fiercely loyal to her uncle, but I sensed dissent within her, and I inevitably wondered if Iolas had something to do with her parents’ deaths. And what was that ritual all about that I saw when I was gazing into her soul? It looked like some dark, twisted shit, though at this point I was afraid to ask her about it. Maybe if I ever got past that ice cold front she maintained, if that was even possible. Amelia came across like a soldier to me, someone who was broken when young and built back up into someone different, probably by her uncle capitalizing on her pain. Getting past her defensive walls would be difficult, but I was starting to think it might be worth persisting with, given how useful she could be if I managed to get on her on my side. She clearly hated me, though, so doing so might be difficult, if not impossible.

      My thoughts were broken a moment later when I turned my head to see Amelia walking out of the warehouse with the body of a man over her shoulder. I wasn’t sure if the man was unconscious or dead, but either way, Amelia didn’t seem to be having any trouble carrying him.

      "What the fuck?" I said as Amelia went around the back of the car and opened the boot, dumping the man inside before slamming the lid closed. When she got into the car again, she started the engine and began driving as if she didn’t need to offer any explanation as to her actions.

      "What?" she asked when she caught me staring at her.

      "What do you mean what? You just put a fucking body in the boot."

      "And?"

      "Well…is he alive?"

      "Of course he’s alive. Didn’t you hear anything I said to you earlier?"

      She swung the car around and began to head out of the industrial estate.

      "So what’s the deal then?"

      "The deal is he tried to attack me and I stopped him."

      "Why?"

      "Why did I stop him? That’s a dumb question."

      "No, why did he attack you?"

      She gave me a look. "That’s not your concern."

      "Not my concern?" I said shaking my head in indignation, but knowing there was nothing I could say.

      A thumping sound started in the boot as the man in there seemed to come around and begin to bang his fist against the lid. "Hey! Let me out of here!"

      Amelia continued driving as though she couldn’t hear the man’s plea.

      I puffed my cheeks out and shook my head. "What the hell have I got myself into?" I said, more to myself.

      Amelia smiled probably for the first time since I’d met her. "You’re in balls deep now, boy," she said. "You’d better get used to it."
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      Back at Iolas’ mansion, Amelia parked the car in the driveway and went outside to get her captive. I stood by the font of the car and watched as a man in his forties emerged from the boot, a look of fear on his face. He appeared to be human and Untouched, so god knows what he was thinking about his situation. It was possible of course that he knew what Amelia was, and what Iolas was, but I doubted it. Most Touched, especially elves, were not in the habit of revealing their true natures to ignorant humans. More than likely, the man just saw Iolas and the rest as gangsters trying to muscle him out of his property. As Amelia led the man inside the house, I walked down the driveway a bit, toward the immaculate gardens. Stopping by a hedge which was impossibly carved into the shape of a Pegasus, I took out my phone and called Monty.

      "'Oweya, bro?" he said upon answering. "What’s di craic?"

      "I’m okay, bro," I said as I looked around behind me to make sure no one was within earshot. Amelia was inside the house and only two orcs stood guard by the front door. "I need a favor from you."

      "Anythin', bro, as long as it doesn’t involve me movin' av me couch as I’m a bit 'ungover."

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head. "Partying last night were you?"

      "I ended up wi’ a load of English birds out on a hen noight."

      "You went on a hen night? Only you, Monty."

      "It was some craic, I tell yi." He laughed as if remembering what a great time he had. "Them English birds know how to party. There was this one that did this trick wi’ 'er—"

      "Yeah, tell me later," I said cutting him off. "I don’t have much time here."

      "Why, what’s up?"

      "I need your computer skills so I can find out something about Iolas." Monty’s Technomancer skills were unrivaled, though not many knew about them. He preferred to keep it that way, as when it came to hacking, anonymity was everything.

      "Okay," Monty said. "Fend oyt what exactly?"

      "I want to know what ties Iolas has to an industrial estate in Damastown. You know the one, near where we filmed that video for the old band years ago, you remember?"

      Monty laughed. "Jayzus, 'oy cud oi forget al' dat corpse paint an' fake blud. Fun times, bro, fun times. Yer mind dohs campers who came cross us?"

      I couldn’t help but smile at the memory. "They thought we were all devil worshippers, I remember."

      "Called de Guards an' everythin' they did."

      "And by the time the Guards came, the shrooms we took had kicked in…" I shook my head. "Jesus, what a farce that turned into."

      "Gran' times, though. We shud totally git de auld ban' back together. Black metal is still popular dees days, we could—"

      I looked behind me again to see Iolas standing talking to the orcs at the front door. "Listen, mate, I don’t have much time here. Will you do some digging for me, see what you can find?"

      "Sure thing," Monty said. "How do you know about dis anyway?"

      "Because I’m working for Iolas now, that’s why."

      Monty didn’t speak for a full five seconds, which was a long time for him. "Waaat de feckin 'ell…."

      Iolas was coming across the driveway now, heading toward me it seemed. "Look, I’ll explain when I see you. Just find out what you can."

      I hung up the phone and put it back in my pocket just as Iolas reached me. "Important call?" he asked, his stern features looking down on me as he stood in his dark, and very expensive looking, suit

      "Not really," I said, probably a little too casually. "Just organizing my next gig, that’s all."

      Iolas nodded like he didn’t really care. "How are you getting along with Amelia? No problems, I hope."

      "Fine. She doesn’t say much."

      A slight smile creased his thin lips. "No, she’s not supposed to."

      I couldn’t keep the frown from my face. "Whatever that means."

      "It means she practices discretion. She tells me, though, that you helped her catch Haknet. It seems you aren’t quite the layabout I thought you were."

      Asshole.

      "Where is Haknet?" I asked him.

      "Back in his shop at this point, I should think."

      I nodded. "With all his fingers intact?"

      It was his turn to frown. "What do you take me for, some kind of thug?"

      Uh huh.

      "You have to admit, this is all a little…gansterish."

      "Does that bother you?"

      I shrugged. "I guess not."

      "You guess?"

      "No, it doesn’t bother me."

      "Good, because I’d like you to continue to work with Amelia."

      "Amelia doesn’t want me tagging along with her."

      "She’s just used to working alone. She’ll come around, don’t worry. In the meantime…" He reached inside his jacket and took out a folded piece of paper, handing it to me.

      "What’s this?" I asked as I unfolded the paper with some trepidation, which was actually two sheets.

      "Your mother’s autopsy report."

      I stared at him for a second, slightly stunned. Then I looked at the sheets of paper in my hand and realized he was telling the truth. There had been so much red tape involved in trying to get the report that I had completely forgotten about it. "I won’t ask how you got this."

      Iolas shrugged. "It wasn’t hard. I knew you were having some difficulties getting hold of it, so I thought I would help."

      "Thanks." I probably would’ve been more grateful if Iolas wasn’t the one who handed me the report. As it was, he didn’t seem too annoyed by my lack of gratitude.

      He came forward then and put a firm hand on my shoulder. "I want you to know that I’ve launched my own investigation into your mother’s death," he said. "You might find that report interesting reading."

      "Why?"

      "Because your mother was a friend, as I’ve already told you." He focused his blue eyes on me. "We may have had our differences of opinion, but we respected each other."

      Not what I meant, but anyway. I was talking more about the autopsy report. "I’m sure the feeling was mutual."

      Iolas stared at me a moment, as though he wasn’t sure if I was being sarcastic or not. "Anyway," he said eventually. "I’ll let you know if anything more turns up. In the meantime, I’ll get Amelia to drive you home. I’m sure you have…stuff to do."

      With that, he walked away, back inside the house. Amelia was already waiting in the car. Putting the autopsy report in my pocket, I went and joined her. As she drove me into the city, we hardly spoke. Not that I minded, since my thoughts were mostly on the report inside my pocket anyway, and what I might find within it. When we finally pulled up outside the bookshop, I told Amelia I would see her later and went to get out, but as I did, she stopped me by saying, "Hey."

      "What?"

      "Would you like to get a drink with me later?"

      I stared at her, half in shock, not sure what to say. "No offense, Amelia, but I don’t think you like me very much."

      She turned her head away for a second as she sighed slightly. "It’s just a drink. If you don’t want to…"

      In that moment, she seemed vulnerable, despite trying to appear the opposite, and I sort of felt sorry for her. Her loneliness was palpable. "What time?"

      "Around seven. I’ll pick you up here."

      I nodded. "Okay, see you then."

      I closed the door and she sped off without another glance, leaving me standing there for a moment as I felt like I could finally breathe again. "This day can’t get any weirder…"

      Though something told me it probably would.
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      My instincts were proved right as I entered the bookshop, as it turned out. I walked in to find Dalia standing in the middle of the shop with some other woman. The other woman was human, in her early thirties with long reddish hair. She stood like she was in some sort of trance as Dalia’s dark energy surrounded her, clearly probing the woman in various places.

      "What the fuck?" I said.

      Dalia jumped like I’d startled her, and the dark energy surrounding the woman suddenly disappeared as it retreated back inside Dalia. "Corvin," she said, seeming vaguely embarrassed, as though I’d just caught her in some sex act. "I wasn’t expecting you until later."

      I shook my head at her, but refrained from saying anything else, because the red-haired woman was blinking like she had just awakened from a dream. "Oh, I’m sorry," she said shaking her head slightly in confusion. "I must’ve zoned out there for a moment."

      "Don’t worry about it," Dalia said, smiling like she hadn’t just been getting her rocks off at the woman’s expense. "It happens to me all the time." Her smile remained as she threw me a glance.

      Then the woman suddenly noticed me standing there. "Hello," she said a bit uncertainly, as though she still weren’t in her right mind yet.

      "Hi," I said, smiling. "I hope Dalia here is looking after you."

      "Of course I am," Dalia said, handing the woman a book. "Here’s the book you were after."

      The woman took the book like she could hardly remember asking for it. Come to think of it, she looked like she could hardly remember entering the shop at all. "Oh, right, thank you."

      "No problem," Dalia said like she was all about the customer service. "Come again, won’t you?"

      The woman went to reach into her purse. "How much do I…"

      "You already paid me."

      The woman seemed even more confused now. "Right, okay…"

      I opened the door for the woman as she left the shop, still mightily confused it seemed. When she left I locked the door and then turned to look at Dalia. "Really? That poor woman didn’t know what hit her."

      Dalia sighed as she sat behind the desk. "I get bored in here. If you don’t want me amusing myself with the customers, find someone proper to work here."

      "I will, when I get a chance."

      Dalia smiled. "If Chance gets a chance."

      I shook my head at her. "Is that supposed to be funny?"

      "No, I just felt like saying it. How was your first day at work for Iolas? Did you crack any skulls, break any fingers…squeeze any balls?"

      "Not really." I leaned over the desk, opened the top drawer and took out the whiskey bottle, which was almost empty. Then I found a glass and emptied the bottle into it.

      "I bet your elven beauty did, though, right?"

      "Amelia may have kicked some ass."

      "Amelia? On first name terms now, are we?"

      "Well, yes, since I have to work with her."

      "How long are you going to keep this charade up?"

      "Until I don’t have to." I took a drink of the whiskey. "Until I prove Iolas killed me ma."

      "You’re still convinced he did it." It was more of a statement than a question.

      "At this point, he’s the only viable suspect."

      "In your mind anyway. For all you know there could be some fucking hood from Finglas running about out there trying to fence your ma’s jewelry."

      I stared at her, indignant, but only because I knew she could be right. "Don’t get a stick up your arse just because I caught you violating a customer."

      She made a huffing noise and shook her head. "Violating…I don’t violate anybody. That woman now has less pain inside her than when she came in."

      "Oh, so you did her a favor then. My bad."

      "I can’t help what I am, Corvin. As long as no one gets hurt…"

      I couldn’t help but laugh. "Whatever." Reaching into my pocket, I took out the autopsy report and showed it to her. "Iolas gave me this."

      "What is it?" Dalia sat up straight in her chair, her curiosity piqued it seemed. "A cease and desist order?"

      "No, smartass, it’s me ma’s autopsy report."

      The smile vanished from her face. "Oh, sorry."

      "I thought you could look over it, since you’d probably understand it better than me."

      Before Dalia was taken by the Fae, she was studying medicine at Trinity. She didn’t have long left in her studies before she was snatched away, which made her practically a real doctor in my eyes. "Let me see."

      I gave her the report and she sat and read over it for a few minutes while I finished of the whiskey in my glass. "Well?" I asked her. "Anything interesting in there? Iolas says there is."

      Dalia frowned for a moment as she read the report, then said, "This can’t be right."

      "What is it?"

      "It says here that Teresa didn’t die from her stab wound, and her main cause of death was massive internal bleeding."

      "Caused by what?"

      Dalia shook her head. "It doesn’t say. Whoever did the autopsy couldn’t figure it out."

      "So something was done to her before or after she was stabbed?"

      "Before, I’d say, just going by this report."

      I stared hard at the floor for a moment as I thought things over. "Massive internal bleeding…what could’ve caused that?"

      "Trauma," Dalia said. "The report indicates that Teresa’s internal organs were severely damaged and that she had multiple broken bones, but yet her body contained no bruising or the external signs of trauma one would expect from such injuries."

      My face darkened as I suddenly realized something. "She was killed by magic, that’s why there was no external damage." I should’ve picked up on the presence of magic at the time, but I was too distraught to notice obviously.

      "And the stab wound?"

      "A half-assed attempt to make her death look like a robbery."

      "Hence the missing jewelry."

      "Exactly."

      My jaw tensed as I clenched my teeth. It felt like Iolas was playing with me, and I didn’t like it. Telling me how interesting the autopsy report was…what was that about? I was convinced now more than ever that he had something to do with the murder, if not directly then certainly indirectly.

      "Are you okay, Corvin?" Dalia put her hand on my leg and left it there.

      I nodded, my neck stiff. "I can’t believe I missed something so fucking obvious."

      "Your mother was dying, Corvin. No one could blame you for missing the signs."

      Getting off the desk, I stood up and put both hands on my head, as though I was trying to stop my skull from splitting. "This doesn’t change anything, except for the fact that we now know this wasn’t a simple robbery. It was calculated murder by magic."

      Dalia shook her head. "I don’t understand," she said. "Teresa was strong, magically speaking. How could someone do that to her?"

      "She probably fought back. I know she would’ve."

      "But it wasn’t enough."

      I sighed. "No."

      "Do you think she was stabbed first, to weaken her?"

      "Maybe. Does it say anything about the knife that was used?"

      Dalia glanced at the autopsy report for a moment, and then shook her head. "No much, just that it was a curved blade. The length of a blade is hard to determine, although…" She read the report again.

      "What?"

      "There were trace amounts of metal found around the wound."

      "Is that normal?"

      "No, not really."

      "Does it say what kind of metal?"

      "Unknown."

      I frowned. "What does that mean? Unknown origin or just unknown?"

      "Unknown origin."

      "Which means the blade used was most likely magical as well, maybe made from Obryx like goblin knives, or…"

      "Or what?"

      "Dudrasium, like elven blades."

      "That’s just speculation, Corvin."

      "Maybe, at this point, but I know a way we might be able to find out for sure."

      "How?"

      "I know a guy," I said. "A friend of me ma’s. He’s a forensic scientist, but he specializes in deaths involving magic amongst other things."

      "What, you think he’ll be able to identify the knife?"

      "I hope so, and maybe even the fingerprints on the magic that was used."

      "Sounds like a long shot."

      I stared at her. "When it comes to me ma, no shot is too long."

      Dalia nodded. "I know."
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, I got a phone call from Monty. "I did that digging you asked me to do," he said.

      I was in the flat, preparing to meet up with Amelia. Earlier, I stupidly told Dalia that I was planning on going out with Amelia and she ended up leaving in something of a huff, though Lord knows why as I’m hardly going on a damn date, and even if I was, what was it to her anyway?

      "What did you find out?" I asked Monty as I looked into the mirror and contemplated shaving, before shaking my head and deciding against it.

      "It seems Iolas 'as bought up most av dat industrial estate. A few more purchases an' 'e’ll own de whole place."

      "Why would he do that?"

      "Oi don’t feckin’ nu," Monty said. "Maybe he needs de storage space."

      "For what?"

      "His cuddly toy collecshun perhaps?"

      I chuckled. "I doubt that."

      "Well, your guess is as good as mine. Anyway, oi 'av ter go now."

      "Thanks Monty, I appreciate your help."

      "Naw problem, bro. Keep me informed, won’t yer?"

      "I will."

      A moment later, a horn sounded outside. I went to the window and saw Amelia’s Dodge parked on the street below. "Time to do some digging," I said as I went down to meet her.
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      To say that Amelia looked stunning would be an understatement. She had on a black velvety-looking top that revealed a fair amount of her milky-white and perfectly sized breasts, below which was a short, pleated skirt the same color as her hair. Knee length boots finished off the outfit, topped by a pair of expensive sunglasses. As I walked into the Library Bar situated in the Central Hotel just of George’s Street, my scruffy self felt completely outclassed by Amelia’s radiant beauty. Even the waiters gave me a look which said, "She’s a bit out of your league mate, isn’t she?" They may have been right, except I wasn’t here to court Amelia, I was here to glean information on Iolas. Although, if I’m being completely honest, I was also here because I couldn’t help but be interested in Amelia, especially since I had already glimpsed something of her inner-self.

      The interior and couches of the little bar were elegant, making for a serene environment. "This place seems a little stuffy for you," I said after the waiter took our order. "I thought maybe somewhere like the Liquor Rooms or Lillies Bordello would be more your thing, somewhere your elven beauty would radiate rather than get dampened in a place like this."

      Taking her sunglasses off, she put them on the table. "Is that what you think I am, some dolly bird who craves attention?"

      I shook my head as I thought about what I’d seen and felt as I gazed her soul. "No, far from it actually."

      "Then why say it?"

      I shrugged. "I suppose I’m a little intimidated by you."

      "By me, or by my looks?"

      "Probably both, as I’m sure you are as well by my dazzling good looks and winning personality."

      She started to laugh and then the waiter turned up with the drinks, putting two glasses and a bottle of expensive whiskey down on the table before walking away again. "What’s the look for?" she asked. "You thought I’d be drinking wine like every other elf does?"

      "Yes, but I like your choice."

      "I prefer whiskey over wine."

      I lifted the bottle and poured a hefty measure into each glass. "Is that because your elven physiology prevents you from getting drunk easily?"

      "Something like that."

      "Don’t forget you still have to drive."

      "I don’t plan on getting that drunk."

      "That’s a pity, because I was."

      She smiled like she wasn’t surprised. "I won’t stop you."

      I winked at her. "You couldn’t if you tried."

      Laughing slightly, she said, "Maybe we’ll put your confidence to the test some time."

      I raised my glass and she did the same. "I look forward to it."

      Our eyes met then for just a few seconds, the dazzling beauty of her blue orbs making it hard for me to look away even if I’d wanted to. There was no getting away from it, I realized, I was massively into Amelia, though I wasn’t sure if the feeling was reciprocated. She was so difficult to read it was hard to tell what she was thinking. On the flip side, she could probably read me like a book, and for all I knew, was reeling me in for some nefarious purpose as instructed to do so by Iolas.

      "So who do you normally come here with?" I asked her as I refilled our glasses.

      "Myself usually," she replied. "I like to sit here and read while I drink."

      I nodded. "What do you like to read?"

      "History books mostly. Lately, a lot of alternative history."

      "Interesting. I’m something of a history buff myself, Irish history especially."

      "Most history is false, written to various agendas, designed to keep people in the dark." She downed her drink like it was just water. "You have to dig deep to get the real truth of things." Her eyes looked into me as she said this last part, as though waiting for some reaction.

      "I agree."

      "Is that what you’re doing with your mother’s death?" she asked. "Digging deep for the truth?"

      "Yes," I said after staring at her a moment. "Of course."

      "I’m sorry for your loss, by the way. It must be difficult."

      "I guess you’d know."

      She nodded. "I do."

      "What happened to your parents?"

      She looked away for a second, and I thought she was going to shut me out again like she did earlier when I asked her the same question. "They died in a plane crash when I was nine."

      "I’m sorry. It must’ve been hard." I knew it was. I’d already felt her pain.

      "You bury the pain and carry on."

      As admirable as that was, something told me it wasn’t her true sentiment. It sounded more like something Iolas would say. "You think it’s that easy?"

      "I didn’t say it was easy."

      We lapsed into silence for a few moments. While Amelia stared out the window to the street outside, I stared at her, taking in her flawless complexion and exquisite bone structure. Until I met her, I’d never had much to do with elves, especially female ones. Elves tended to run in their own circles, their beauty and sense of superiority making them intimidating to most others, even to the Untouched, who couldn’t know they were looking at an elf. When an Untouched viewed an elf, all they saw was someone who was rich and looked like a supermodel. That was intimidating enough for most.

      "So do you like working for your uncle?" I asked her eventually, trying to get the conversation going again, as she seemed to have retreated into herself slightly, something I noticed she did often, as though her inner pain exerted a constant pull on her.

      Amelia sighed slightly at the question. "It’s just what I do."

      "I find it hard to believe that you don’t have other talents that don’t involve breaking heads for your uncle."

      She smiled. "I write a little."

      "Really?" I returned her smile, delighted to hear of her interest in penmanship. "What do you write?"

      Amelia shook her head. "You’ll only laugh if I tell you."

      "Try me."

      "I write historical romance novels."

      I stared at her a moment, my smile turning into a mild chuckle. "Not what I expected to hear."

      "What?" she said. "You think because of my job that I would write some female version of a Jack Reacher novel instead?"

      "Maybe, although now that you’ve told me, I can see you writing historical romance. Do you publish your novels?"

      She shook her head as if she’d said too much already.

      "Come on," I said. "You have to tell me so I can read one of them. I’d say you publish under a pen name, am I right?"

      "You could be."

      I lightly banged the table with my fist. "That’s it then, I won’t rest until I get the name out of you."

      "I’m not telling."

      "I’m sure the books aren’t that bad, are they?"

      "The reviews say they aren’t, so I guess not."

      I smiled and shook my head at her. "I would never have thought. I can appreciate a woman with hidden depths."

      "Can you now?"

      "Yes."

      She grabbed my hand suddenly, her grip firm. "Let’s see what depths you have then."

      "What are you doing?"

      "You soul gazed me," she said. "I think it only fair I do the same to you."

      Even though I had never let a stranger poke around inside me before, I knew I couldn’t argue with her, especially if I wanted to get her on my side. If I refused, she would take it as a slight and there would be no chance of her trusting me. "All right," I said, a little uncomfortable now over what she might find. I downed the rest of my whiskey. "Do your worst."

      As she started the process, I soon felt her presence within me, not in a particularly invasive or violating way, but more in a gently probing sort of way that nonetheless made me feel vulnerable and slightly on edge. While she gazed into my eyes, I imagined her opening doors in my mind, searching for secrets and hidden motivations, running invisible hands over mental scars, churning up my inner-self to see what she could find. By the time she let go of my hand, I was left feeling emotionally raw and somewhat embarrassed by what she may have saw or felt. As she continued to look at me, however, I saw mostly indifference in her eyes, elves not being the most empathetic of beings. Though I did also see some form of understanding and perhaps even respect there as well. There was a moment of awkwardness which I chose to fill with polishing off the whiskey in my glass. "I hope it wasn’t too disturbing an experience," I said, looking away from her now as I refilled the glasses.

      "It was what I expected mostly," she said, her tone as matter of fact as ever.

      Now I was slightly offended. "Really, I’m that predictable to you?"

      She smiled and shook her head slightly. "Most humans are predictable. I read once that all humans are nothing more than an algorithm, and no matter what they do or how hard they try to be different, they always end up exhibiting the same kind of behavior as everyone else, as dictated by the algorithm."

      "That’s an interesting theory. Do you think it applies to elves as well?"

      She shrugged. "Maybe."

      "So what did you see in there? You come across any of my dirty little secrets?"

      "I saw the moment you found your father was dead," she said bluntly. "I also saw you holding your mother as she died."

      I said nothing as I looked away, anger and sadness threatening to well up in me. "Did you now?" I said quietly.

      Her response was to suddenly reach out and firmly grip the back of my neck as she pulled me toward her in order to kiss me. I was shocked for a second as her soft lips made contact with mine, but I soon found myself relaxing as I gazed into her eyes, which were unflinching as she held the kiss for another few seconds, before pulling away again.

      "What was that for?" I asked her, my lips still tingling from her touch.

      "Does there have to be an explanation?"

      I shook my head slightly. "No."

      "Well then." She refilled our glasses just as her attention was drawn by someone sitting at the bar. "See that guy over there?"

      I turned my head slightly to see a large orc sitting at the bar, his glamor concealing his true form from the few Untouched sitting around the room. The orc seemed out of place in his scruffy leather jacket and faded jeans as he sat with his phone in his hand, occasionally making sly glances toward our table. "Who is he? You know him?"

      Amelia nodded. "He’s part of a gang that tried to muscle in on Iolas’ territory a while back. I was sent in to sort them out."

      "And by territory you mean anywhere in Dublin."

      "Yes, Iolas controls it all," she said. "The way he looks at it, crime in the city will always exist, so he might as well control it his way."

      "And profit from it his way as well."

      Amelia shrugged. "Business is business."

      I couldn’t get on my high horse too much. By acting as a Godfather of sorts, Iolas kept the gangs in the city in line. Without his influence, chaos would probably ensue on the streets of Dublin and the murder rate would go up as the gangs killed each other over territory.

      My eyes went to the orc at the bar, who was now openly staring at us. "Is this dude going to be a problem?" I asked Amelia.

      She looked out the window just as a black BMW pulled up outside, out of which stepped four massive orcs. "Considering his friends have just arrived, I’d say yes."

      I shook my head as I polished off the whiskey in my glass, pretty much half drunk by this stage. "So are we going to have a fight on our hands?"

      Amelia didn’t seem too bothered by the prospect of violence. "I can handle it if you want to stay in your seat, lover boy."

      "Lover boy?" I made a snorting sound. "Piss off, I can fight with the best of them."

      She smiled. "I guess we’re about to find out if that’s true or not."

      She finished her drink and stood up just as the newly arrived orcs entered the bar and met up with their mate. The other customers knew there was something wrong immediately, and most of them got up and hurried out before things kicked off. The lone barman looked afraid as well. "I don’t want no trouble in here, lads," he said, his plea met with harsh stares.

      "It’s all right, Frank," Amelia said to the barman. "These boys were just leaving."

      The biggest of the orcs stepped forward then, stopping six feet from our table. My adrenaline spiked just at the sight of him. His dark eyes smoldered with anger and the promise of violence, and his tusks moved up and down slightly as his jaw clenched and unclenched. "Remember me?" he growled at Amelia.

      "Cletus, right? How could I forget that ugly mug?" Amelia showed no trace of fear in her voice at all, and despite my own rising fear, I couldn’t help but be turned on by her confidence and unwavering composure.

      "You fucking elves think you are so superior," Cletus said. "Well, you won’t be catching us off guard this time, I’ll tell you that."

      Amelia walked around the table to stand in the middle of the floor facing Cletus. "Are you sure about that?"

      Cletus’ confidence wavered for just a second as he looked into Amelia’s eyes. Somewhere in that big skull of his he probably realized he had made a mistake coming here, but it was too late to back down now, and he knew it. His response, therefore, was just to growl as he signaled for his men to come forward. Two of the other orcs moved past him toward Amelia, but before they could do anything, Amelia hit them both with a double blast of magical energy that lifted both orcs of their feet, sending them flying back to land on a nearby table that was demolished by their combined weight.

      Still sitting in my chair, I was as shocked as the orcs by Amelia’s awesome display of power. It was the first time I had seen her use her magic, and if she was formidable before, she was even more so now. Elves drew their magic from the Void like every other Touched being, with the only difference being that elves had a much stronger connection to the Void than most other Touched, with the exception of vampires, who were supernatural to the core. The strength of her magic put mine to shame, and it made me wonder how strong Iolas’ magic would be, given that he is much older than Amelia.

      Cletus’ face was a mask of fury as he stared at Amelia after she threw his men across the room, both of whom had gotten to their feet by now and were shaking themselves off. It was going to take more than that to put these guys down, I realized.

      "Get the bitch!" Cletus roared, just as the remaining customers in the room fled and the barman ducked down behind the bar.

      At that point, I knew it was time to join the fray. As much as I knew Amelia could probably handle the orcs on her own, I wasn’t about to let her do so. As she jumped forward to meet the first of the oncoming thugs, slamming her fist into his jaw, I jumped up out of my seat and said the words, "Flat Fulgur!" A split second later, a bolt of lightning was loosed from my hand, striking the nearest orc to me. The lightning bolt hit the orc in his massive barrel chest, anchoring him to the spot for a moment as the electricity passed through his whole body, causing him to convulse before dropping to the floor unconscious.

      The orc that Amelia punched a moment ago also lay out of it on the floor, which left three other orcs standing, including Cletus. One of them charged at Amelia, but I didn’t have time to witness her response, because the other one charged at me at the same time. I’d had plenty of run-ins with orcs over the years, but still their gigantic size never failed to intimidate me. As the orc started swinging his huge fist at my head, I did my best to avoid his punches, taking advantage of my smaller size to duck underneath them for the most part, at the same time well aware that it would only take one of those punches to knock me into next week, and very probably a damn coma.

      This wasn’t my first fight, however, so I had a few tricks up my sleeve that didn’t involve magic (which I didn’t have time to use anyway). When the orc took his next swing, I moved to the side and thrust the flat of my foot into the side of his knee. It was my experience that bigger opponents always had weak joints from carrying all that muscle and bulk. Unfortunately though, this didn’t prove to be the case with this orc, who appeared to have joints of steel. As my foot struck, it merely bounced off his leg like I was kicking the trunk of a thousand year old oak tree. As I paused for a second in dismay, the orc capitalized on my inaction and reached out quickly to wrap his hand around my throat, which he did easily thanks to his long reach and iron grip.

      The next thing I knew, I was being lifted off the ground as the orc’s fingers tightened around me, instantly disrupting the vascular pressure in my neck. I had about five seconds until I would be unconscious, and another handful of seconds after that until I was dead. There was no doubt in my mind that the orc would keep on squeezing even after I’d blacked out. His mistake, however, was to hold me in too close to him, which meant could reach him. So before unconsciousness hit, I used my one chance to stab my thumb into his eyeball as hard as I could. When I felt the tip of my thumb hit jelly, I continued to push in harder until it felt like my whole thumb was buried deep in the orcs wide eye socket. The big bastard screamed in pain then, and then I found myself dropping to the floor. I took a few seconds to recover as the blood rushed back to my brain, but even before my vision had completely righted itself, I stood up to see the orc standing with both hands over his injured eye.

      Let’s see if you have balls of steel as well, motherfucker, I thought as I swung a kick between the orc’s legs, my shin bone connecting with the soft tissue of his genitals, satisfyingly crushing them against his pubic bone. The orc made a noise then that I have never heard anyone make before. It was like the sound of a stuck pig combined with the  sound of a strangled cat, both of whom were on fire.

      As the orc sank to his knees, his face a mask of pain, his one eye streaming fluid, I thrust my hand out and hit him in the chest with a bolt of lightning that immediately put him out of his misery.

      By now, Amelia had taken down the other orc, which only left Cletus standing, furious and too dumb to back down, even though all of his gang lay around him completely out of it.

      "Well, Cletus," Amelia said, hardly a hair out of place on her. "What’s it going to be? Are you going to walk out of here, or are you going to end up lying on the floor with your friends?"

      I went and stood beside her then. "I’d advise you to take the first option," I said to Cletus.

      Cletus smiled then, if you could call what he did a smile, with those tusks and rubbery lips. "How about a third option?" he said, and suddenly reached inside his jacket to pull out a massive gun, which if I’m not mistaken, was a bloody Desert Eagle.

      Amelia didn’t flinch when she saw the gun. "Wow," she said. "It’s amazing what you can get on the streets of Dublin these days, isn’t it?"

      "This might as well be Detroit or New York with all the guns floating around here now," I said, though I didn’t feel as confident as Amelia about the situation. It was a fucking Desert Eagle after all.

      Amelia took a step forward. "Do you think you can pull that trigger before I get to you?" she said to Cletus.

      Cletus snorted. "I’m happy to try."

      Amelia nodded. "Just as long as you know that if you do try, I’m going to take that gun and shove it up your green-skinned ass. Then I’m going to pull the trigger."

      I don’t know if it was the adrenaline or not, but I couldn’t help a small laugh coming from my mouth, which only seemed to wind Cletus up further. He took two steps forward and pointed the gun at Amelia’s head, the huge barrel only inches away from her now. Still, she didn’t seem nervous about it at all, even though she should’ve been. I wasn’t sure if even she was that quick.

      "Go ahead, Cletus," she said calmly. "Pull the trigger, and then Iolas will hunt you down and keep you locked in his dungeon for the rest of your miserable life just so he can have you tortured every day. And knowing my uncle, he’ll probably round up every other orc in the city and have them all killed, one by one until there are none of you left." Crazily, she took another step forward until the gun was almost touching her forehead. "Is that what you want, Cletus?"

      Cletus looked uncertain now, especially as he knew Amelia was probably telling the truth. There would be no end to Iolas’ wrath if Amelia were to be killed. "It might just be worth it to see you die, bitch," he growled.

      "Wrong answer," Amelia said, and in a blur of impossibly fast movement, she suddenly disarmed Cletus of the Desert Eagle, sounding like she had broken his thumb against the trigger guard in the process. She now had the gun pressed tight against Cletus’ forehead, and suddenly the orc didn’t seem so cocky anymore.

      "You should’ve listened," I said, just glad the whole debacle was almost over.

      "Go ahead," Cletus growled, somewhat softly now. "You think I’m afraid to die?"

      "I do actually," Amelia said. When she cocked the hammer on the gun, Cletus’ eyes closed for a second as though he was expecting a bullet in the head.

      "Amelia," I said, now thinking she was actually going to shoot the orc. "I think he’s learned his lesson now, don’t you?"

      For the first time, Cletus seemed to agree as he glanced at me almost gratefully.

      "Fine," Amelia said, lowering the gun finally after another tense moment. "Pick your men up and get out of here, Cletus, and don’t ever let me run into you again. Next time, I won’t be so lenient. Also, I’m keeping your gun."

      Cletus tutted and shook his head, seemingly more annoyed over the gun than with his defeat. "You know how hard those things are to get here?"

      Amelia shook her head. "Just go."

      The rest of the orcs had woken up by this stage and were all pulling themselves to their feet, including the one whose eye I gouged. He threw me a dirty look as he walked away, at least with his good eye.

      Amelia stood holding the gun until Cletus and his gang had vacated the room, then she turned to look at me and we both smiled at each other, that feeling of aliveness flowing through us that only comes from having survived a close encounter with death. "You can handle yourself rightly," she said. "I’m impressed."

      "Right back at you," I said, unable to take my eyes off her.

      She went to the bar and handed the barman the Desert Eagle. Although he was Touched, he still seemed shocked by the events that had taken place in his bar. "Put this away for me, will you, Frank? I’ll pick it up next time. And put any damage on my tab."

      Frank nodded and gingerly took the massive gun, holding it for a second like he was expecting it go off, before placing it under the bar.

      Outside, just as dusk was settling over the city, we got into the Dodge and Amelia drove down the street a bit before turning up a deserted side street and parking the car. "What are we doing?" I asked her.

      Her reply was to suddenly climb on top of me and press her lips hard against mine as she furiously began to kiss me, her hands dropping down to expertly undo my belt and open my trousers. A little overwhelmed by her sudden passions, I nonetheless responded in kind, sliding my hands under her short skirt, finding to my delight that she was sans underwear. In seconds it seemed, she was pressing herself down on me, and I almost exploded there and then as her silky wetness enveloped me. Then she began to grind her hips against me, gripping my hair as she bucked with abandon on top of me, her moans of pleasure increasing in intensity as she neared her orgasm. When she came, I felt her soft walls tighten around me, and a second later, I came with a loud groan as I pulled her in tight to me, her firm breasts pushing against my flushed face.

      "Jesus Christ," I panted after she was back in her seat. "I’ll say one thing for you, Amelia."

      "What’s that?" she said smiling.

      I smiled back at her. "You sure know how to show a guy a good time."
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      It was almost dark when Amelia dropped me off outside the bookshop. She seemed as cool as ever as she sat with the engine still running, telling me she would be in touch when there was more work to be done, coming across like we didn’t have sex a mere twenty minutes ago right where I was sitting. I sat for a moment, wanting to ask her about Iolas buying up the industrial estate in Damastown, but sensing she probably wouldn’t take too kindly to such questions right now. Besides, I had enjoyed myself and didn’t want to spoil the good vibes between us, so I merely smiled and told her goodbye before exiting the car and watching her screech off up the street.

      Still smiling, and with a pleasant buzz throughout my whole body, I unlocked the door to the bookshop and stepped inside.

      "Did you enjoy your date?"

      I jumped when I heard the voice and switched on the light to see Dalia sitting behind the desk at the back of the shop, her eyes dark and serious looking as she peered out from under a black hoodie. "Jesus, D," I said shaking my head. "I wish you would stop bloody doing that."

      "You never mentioned you were going on a date."

      I couldn’t help feeling uncomfortable under her glare. "It wasn’t exactly a date, and what’s it to you anyway?"

      "Nothing." She sat back in the chair and folded her arms across herself. "You can do what you like, I’m not your keeper."

      I went and sat on the edge of the desk. "Then why are you giving me third degree?"

      Dalia shook her head dismissively. "I hope you got some good information out of her at least."

      "I’m still working on that," I said shifting slightly on the desk. "Amelia isn’t the type to be rushed."

      Dalia sat forward slightly and seemed to sniff the air. "Isn’t the type to be rushed, eh? I can smell her sex off you, Corvin."

      Smiling slightly, I looked away for a moment. "Things may gotten…heated."

      "I’m sure they did," she said, making a face. "I can’t believe your fucking an elf, especially when you suspect her uncle killed your mother."

      My feel good buzz was well and truly dampened by now thanks to her persistent badgering. "Gimme a break, D, will you? I just needed to blow off some steam, that’s all."

      Dalia sighed as she pulled her hood down to reveal her pale face. "Fair enough. I just don’t want to see you get hurt. Those elves are dangerous."

      You’re telling me.

      "I’m being careful."

      "I’m sure your cock tells it differently."

      I started laughing as I shook my head. "You’re too much sometimes, D, you know that?"

      Even she was smiling now. "So what’s your next move, Lothario, besides edging to fuck your new elf girlfriend again?"

      "She’s not my girlfriend," I told her. "And I was going to pay my pathologist friend a visit, if you want to come with."

      She stood up immediately. "Let’s go then, before I die of boredom sitting here."

      "Why are you here anyway? Don’t you have your own shit to do?"

      "No, I just thought I would wait around on you coming off your date so I could give you a hard time about it."

      "You’re twisted, and for the second time, it wasn’t a date."

      "Maybe not." She placed her hand on my chest for a moment. "But you have feelings for her, I can tell."

      I tutted and shook my head as I walked away from her. "Let’s go. We’ll have to take me ma’s car."

      "Cool," she said seeming excited now. "I love that car. Can we drive with the top down?"

      "Sure, D, if it makes you happy."

      "It does."

      Although I had a driver’s license, I didn’t have my own car. Truth be told, I preferred to walk around the city, or grab a taxi, bus or train when needed. Cars make a person lazy, I find, so I tended just to use my mother’s old car when I needed it. In return, she used to insist that I fill the tank after I’d finished, which I was usually happy to do, unless I was skint, of course, in which case I would end up cleaning the flat or running errands instead. My mother was nothing if not fair.

      The car was kept in a private garage not far down the street, a garage that I would have to start paying for myself once the lease ran out in a few months. As we walked down the street, Dalia picked up her line of enquiry again.

      "So," she said. "What was that elven pussy like? Was it as fine and beautiful as the rest of her?"

      "Jesus," I said shaking my head. "You’re relentless."

      "I’ll bet it was slick as hell."

      She certainly wasn’t wrong on that score. "It was no different to any other pussy I’ve had."

      "Liar."

      Ignoring her, I used the key I had to unlock the door of the garage and walked inside. My mother’s car was one of four other cars parked next to each other. Her’s was a dark blue MIII Triumph Spitfire that was manufactured all the way back in 1967. How the thing was still running, I’ll never know. Sometimes I wondered if my mother used her magic to keep it from giving up the ghost. Or maybe she just knew a good mechanic. Either way, the car still drove well, if a little awkwardly at times. After we got in, I used the remote control sitting on the dash to open the garage door, then I started the engine and drove out to the street, using the remote again to close the garage door behind us. Dalia sat next to me looking like a kid about to go on their first fairground ride. She never did learn to drive, so she liked it when I took her for rides occasionally. It was a balmy night, so I didn’t mind having the top down.

      "So where we headed?" she asked.

      "North Circular," I replied as I headed east, enjoying the feeling of the warm wind rushing over me as I drove, as was Dalia it seemed, who tilted her head up to meet the wind, a look of innocence on her pale face for once. "Nice night for a drive, right?"

      "The best. Let’s take O’Connell Street. I like it at night."

      Traffic was thin, so I turned up Dublin’s main thoroughfare, also known as O’Connell Street. It’s a wide street, similar in some ways to Paris' Champs-Élysées, which I did some busking in a few years ago. O’Connell Street is usually filled with tourists, mainly because of its history, the many statues of political leaders that line the street, and of course the General Post Office building, which was famously the headquarters of the Republican leaders during the 1916 Easter Rising. It’s a grand building to be sure, with its six fluted Ionic columns and granite exterior. Dalia couldn’t help staring at it as we passed. "There’s a lot of history in this small city," she mused.

      "Yes," I said as I struggled to change gears in the small car. "There’s a lot of history in this whole island, most of it blood-soaked."

      "It’s what makes us who we are."

      "True, although I thought being a Demifay would’ve had an effect on your sense of identity these days."

      She turned her head to look at me, seeming offended for a moment. "It has, but I’ll always be Irish. Even the Fay and the Sidhe still consider themselves Irish in a way. Most of them were conceived here, albeit in the Otherworld…"

      "You ever meet any of the Sidhe?" I asked her as we passed the Monument of Light, also known as the Spire of Dublin, a large, stainless-steel pin-like sculpture that stands nearly four-hundred feet in height, erected to replace Nelson’s Pillar, which was blown up by Republican activists in the sixties.

      "I’ve met a few," she said. "They tend to keep to their own kind. They’re worse than elves that way, even though elves do tend to fraternize with the lower classes on occasion…as you well know." She coughed and looked away.

      I threw her a look. "Whatever. What did you make of the Sidhe then? Are they arrogant one percenters?"

      "Well, they are practically Fae royalty, so yeah, most of them look down their nose at you."

      "I’ve never met one. I’m not sure I want to either, if they’re just entitled assholes."

      "I’m sure they aren’t all like that."

      "Me ma said the Sidhe are as powerful as you can get. Maybe they could help us with Iolas."

      Dalia shook her head. "The Sidhe don’t involve themselves in mortal affairs. They’ll just tell you to piss off. Anyway, what would you expect them to do, assassinate Iolas? You don’t even know if he’s guilty yet or not."

      "Oh, he’s guilty all right."

      "I mean of your mother’s murder."

      I said nothing as I turned onto Parnell Street. My certainty over Iolas’ guilt had waned somewhat, though I wasn’t sure if this was down to a lack of evidence or the fact that I was now friendly with his niece. I still felt in my gut that he was involved in some way, I just wasn’t sure how yet. I was hoping Davey Carvell, the man we were on our way to see, could shed some light on things for us.

      "What are you expecting this pathologist guy to do?" Dalia asked, as though she had just read my thoughts. "I mean, your mother’s body has been in the ground for over two months now. Surely, he would have to examine the body to find anything out."

      "I know."

      I felt her staring at me as I kept my eyes on the road. "I hope you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, Corvin."

      "I don’t like the idea any more than you do," I said. "But if it comes to it…"

      "Jesus Christ, Teresa is probably turning in her grave listening to this."

      "She would want me to do whatever it takes to bring her killer or killers to justice. You know how big on justice she was, that’s why she stayed with the Council."

      Dalia puffed her cheeks out and shook her head. "And they say the Seelie Court is dark."

      "This hardly compares. Let’s just speak to Davey first and see what he says."

      It wasn’t long before we arrived at the North Circular Road, and I parked the car outside a two story red brick Georgian house. We both exited the car and walked up a pathway to a set of steps leading up to a red front door.

      "Isn’t it a bit late to be calling?" Dalia asked.

      "He mostly works at night since he retired from Trinity." Davey used to be a lecturer in Irish Folklore at Trinity College. I took his class while I was there, on my mother’s recommendation, which is how I got to know the man. It was Davey who turned me on to the truth about Irish history and Ireland’s pivotal role in shaping western civilization centuries ago.

      It took three more knocks before the door was opened. When Davey—a smallish man in his late sixties with a shock of white hair—appeared at the door, he did so wearing a white butchers apron that was splashed with bright red blood. He also wore surgical gloves and held what looked like a bone saw in his hand that still dripped with blood. Dalia and I just stared at him a moment as he stood staring back at us like it was completely normal to answer the door looking a serial killer.

      "Jesus, Davey," I said. "We could’ve been anybody standing here."

      Davey smiled, his whiskey eyes sparkling as usual. "Sure it’s just a bit of blood," he said. "I was expecting you long before now anyway, young Chance. Come on in, and don’t slip on the blood on the floor there…"
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      Davey Carvell was once an official Dublin City coroner, but he retired from that position over a decade ago to teach his favorite subject at Trinity. He still worked as a pathologist, though, just not in any official capacity. These days he only dealt with the bodies of the Touched when friends and relatives didn’t want their loved ones going through official channels, especially if the dead person in question died from foul play or through the use of malicious magic. A normal pathologist wouldn’t know about such things, so bodies were often brought to Davey so he could point people in the right direction when it came time to investigate the circumstances of the death, and of course to catch the killer.

      Davey’s house was a messy bachelor pad, with stuff piled everywhere and books stacked in every free space, creating something of a maze around the house. Dalia seemed to be somewhat captivated by it all as she looked around with wide eyes.

      "You caught me in the middle of something," Davey said as he led us down the hallway to a door at the end. "Come down to the basement with me. We can talk as I work."

      We both followed him down the steps to the basement. The room was large and brightly lit with halogen lights. The walls were covered with shelves that held all manner of glass jars and bottles, many of them seeming to contain parts of once living things that were now soaking in formaldehyde. In the center of the room was a stainless-steel pathologists table with a drain underneath it to catch the blood. On the table was the body of a large hair-covered beast that was still human in shape. "Is that what I think it is?" I asked.

      "A werewolf, yes," Davey said. "Brought in last night by members of his pack."

      Dalia seemed fascinated as she walked close to the table and began to peer inside the open chest cavity. "The heart is so big," she said.

      Davey scared quizzically at her for a moment, then threw me a look as if to say, "She’s a strange one, isn’t she?"

      "This is Dalia," I told him.

      "Pleasure to meet you Dalia," Davey said. "I was just about to remove the heart. Would you like to help?"

      Dalia looked up slowly, her eyes wide. "Can I?"

      "Of course. Come around here and I’ll show you what to do."

      I shook my head as I stared around the room, wondering what kind of creatures all those jarred body parts belonged to. There were as many different types of supernatural creatures roaming around Dublin and Ireland in general as there was native wildlife. Being something of a naturalist, Davey liked to collect parts of these creatures after he had finished studying them. He even hunted them occasionally, when the need arose.

      "So what happened this guy?" I said as I stood by the end of the table.

      "That’s what I’m trying to find out," Davy said as Dalia stood next to him, ready to plunge her hands into the werewolf’s chest cavity. "His pack leader says he was poisoned with silver, though I’m not sure that was the case."

      "He was killed by Fae magic," Dalia stated. "I can still see it in him."

      Davey looked surprised for a second. "You know what, my girl, I think you’re right about that. That would explain the lack of blood and tissue under the fingernails, meaning this boyo didn’t put up any fight."

      "He was glamored," Dalia said. "I’d say by a fae of the Seelie Court. They like to kill things for the sake of it sometimes."

      "As you appear to be from the same Court, I hope that’s not the case with you, young lady."

      Dalia shook her head. "Not my thing. I prefer the darkness of the living, not the dead."

      "Well, that’s…reassuring, I suppose." Davey smiled at her like she was strangely sweet, which she was. He handed her a scalpel, which Dalia took like it was some sacred object, holding it up in front of her as though she was entranced by the light reflecting off the steel. "Just cut where I tell you to, then we can remove the heart. I’ll add it to my collection then."

      Once Davey had shown Dalia exactly where to cut, she gleefully went to work as Davey turned his attention to me. "I was very sorry to hear about your mother, Corvin."

      "Thanks Davey. That’s actually why I’m here."

      "I tried to obtain her body, but the Council blocked my request."

      "Iolas, you mean?"

      "Yes, probably. Any idea why?"

      "Maybe because he killed her."

      "What?" He seemed shocked. I didn’t really expect him  know much about Iolas or his relationship with my mother. Davey mostly kept himself to himself and stayed out of Touched politics.

      "We have no proof he did it," Dalia said, then gestured down at the werewolf, her hands now bloody. "I think I’m done."

      Davey leaned in for a look and then nodded. "Okay, you can lift the heart out now, and put it in that dish over there."

      Dalia plunged her hands into the gore once more and firmly gripped the exposed heart. After a bit of pulling, she extracted the organ, and with dripping hands, she placed inside a steel dish, looking very pleased with herself as she did so. "What now then?" she asked Davey eagerly.

      "I was going to extract the brain," Davey said.

      "Awesome," Dalia said. "Can I use the saw?"

      Davey smiled at her once more. "I like your enthusiasm. Maybe you should become my apprentice."

      "I was going to become a surgeon before I was taken by the Fae," she said. "I did four years at med school."

      Davey nodded. "Sounds like you might be suited to this line of work then."

      "Do you mean that?" For all that she had been through, she could still manage to look innocent when she wanted to.

      "Well," Davey said, thinking it over. "As I’m getting on a bit these days, perhaps it is time I thought about passing the mantle to someone younger."

      A wide smile spread slowly across Dalia’s face, which made me smile as well. "Don’t fuck with me on this. I could totally be your apprentice."

      Davey looked at me and I shrugged. "As you said, she’d be suited to it."

      "Sleep on it," Davey told her. "Then come back to me."

      "I don’t need to sleep on it," Dalia said. "I’m your new apprentice. Where do you keep your saw?"

      "Over there. You know how to use one?"

      Dalia nodded. "I worked with cadavers in med school."

      "Splendid," Davey said. "Work away then, my girl. I’ll supervise from a distance while I talk to Corvin."

      Dalia looked like she barely heard him as she went about retrieving the saw, even finding a spare apron to put on before she plugged the saw in and went to work, looking for all the world like she had been doing the job for years.

      "Eager, isn’t she?" Davey said to me after washing the blood from his hands in the nearby sink.

      I chuckled to myself. "She’s eager all right, is Dalia."

      When Dalia started up the saw, Davey watched her for a bit until he seemed satisfied that she seemed to know what she was doing, then he turned to me and said, "So what brings you here, Corvin?"

      I reached inside my jacket and took out my mother’s autopsy report, handing it to him. He took a minute to read over it before handing it back to me. "I see now," he said. "You think your mother was killed by magic."

      "Don’t you?"

      He nodded. "I agree with you, all indications seem to point to that conclusion. This is precisely why I wanted to examine her body afterward."

      "And precisely why you weren’t allowed to."

      "Perhaps," he said. "Though the Council aren’t always forthcoming in these matters. In my experience they don’t like the hassle of a full investigation, preferring to sweep matters under the rug if they can. It’s all politics, though I’m sure you know that by now."

      I nodded. "At this point, all too well."

      "So what would you like me to do then?"

      I took a deep breath before answering, just as Dalia was using a chisel to loosen the werewolf’s skull. "I want you to examine her body, Davey."

      Davey stared at me a moment. "I see."

      "Is it too late, do you think? Would you still get a magical fingerprint?"

      "That largely depends on how strong the magic was that was used," he said, glancing over at Dalia as she finally removed the top portion of the werewolf’s skull, which she carefully placed to one side.

      "What do you mean?"

      "Strong magic will reside in a body for quite a long time," he explained. "Making it possible to trace the source of the magic itself."

      "Can you trace it to one individual?"

      "That’s a tall order. I can certainly determine the type of magic used, and probably the race of the person who used it. But the person themselves…" He shook his head slightly. "That’s a lot trickier."

      "But it can be done?"

      "If I have enough magic to work with, then yes, probably, given enough time."

      I nodded. "That’s all I needed to hear."

      Davey placed a fatherly hand on my shoulder. "I’d advise you not to get your hopes up, son, at least not until we see what we have to work with first."

      "I’ll bear it in mind. Can you move tonight?"

      Davey puffed his cheeks out. "I was planning on drinking wine and working on my memoirs tonight."

      "You’re writing your memoirs? Cool. I look forward to reading them."

      "If I ever get them finished."

      I gave him a grateful smile. "I appreciate this, Davey."

      "Sure, it’s the least I could do, given everything your mother did for over the years." He turned to Dalia then. "How are you getting on over there, my young apprentice?"

      Dalia almost blushed when he called her that. She extracted the werewolf’s brain from its skull with a sucking sound and held it out like a newborn baby. "Where should I put it?"

      As Davey walked over to Dalia, I went upstairs and gave Monty a call, hoping he could help me find out some details about the plane crash that killed Amelia’s parents. I could’ve been reading too much into it, but I suspected Iolas may have had something to do with their deaths. In any case, Monty didn’t answer his phone, which probably meant he was out wowing tourists in Temple Bar with his sleight of hand.

      When I went back downstairs again, Davey and Dalia were getting cleaned up, Dalia looking as happy as I’d ever seen her. "You enjoy that?" I asked her.

      "It was awesome," she replied. "I think I’ve found my calling."

      I smiled. "I think you have to."

      After Davey had finished removing his bloody apron and washing his hands, he started for the stairs. "Right," he said. "Let’s go and grab some shovels shall we?"

      Despite my unease at what we were about to do, I followed him up the stairs.
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      Mount Jerome Cemetery was about a fifteen minute drive away. Davey took us there in his Range Rover, with everything we needed—including a pick ax, a spade and two shovels and a couple of flashlights, plus Davey’s own bag of tricks—in the boot. I remained silent for most of the journey while Dalia chatted with Davey about the ins and outs of being a pathologist for the Touched. To be honest, my guts were churning just at the prospect of going back to the cemetery, which I hadn’t been to since my mother was buried. Thanks to everything that had happened with Iolas at the funeral, my memory of the place had been soured. Then of course there was the prospect of digging up my mother’s body. Jesus Christ, I thought as we pulled into the cemetery carpark, how has it come to this? Regardless of how wrong it all felt, however, we we’re doing what had to be done. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

      As it was after midnight, the cemetery was obviously closed, but that didn’t present a problem to us. We merely tossed the shovels and everything over the gate, and then Davey and I used our magic to pass through the gate like vapor. Dalia, thanks to her Demifay powers, became like pure shadow and crept underneath the heavy iron gate, growing in size again once she was on the other side.

      "That’s a neat trick," Davey said to her. "Turning yourself into a mere shadow…I like it. You must show me what else you can do sometime."

      Dalia smiled at Davey like he was her new favorite person. In truth, I think she still missed her own father, whom she was close to before the Fae took her. That relationship had since been taken up by the "other Dalia", the impostor left in her place when she was taken. Davey was as warm and jovial as Dalia’s father was, so I could see why she was latching onto him.

      "All right guys," I said as we stood in the darkness of the cemetery, the granite chapel looming in the shadows nearby. "We have a few hours until daybreak. Let’s try to get this done as quickly as possible."

      "Are you sure you’re okay with this?" Dalia asked.

      I nodded. "Let’s just get it done."

      Mount Jerome Cemetery was filled with many grand monuments and statues that dated back to the Victorian age. It was hard not to stare at them as we made our way to the north side where my mother’s grave is. Dalia especially seemed taken by the statues of angels dotted about. "Some say the Sidhe are really Fallen Angels," she said, her voice low in the quiet of the cemetery.

      "Having met one or two Sidhe in my time," Davey said. "I don’t think that’s true. I just think some of the more Christian-minded people would like it to be true. That rumor didn’t start until after Christianity was established here in the fifth century."

      "I still maintain they are aliens," I said as we passed yet another grand-looking tomb. "It makes more sense."

      "That would make me part alien as well then," Dalia said. "Since the Fae share the same DNA as the Sidhe."

      "Do you have a constant urge to 'phone home'?" I said, doing my best E.T. voice.

      "Screw you," she replied as Davey chuckled to himself. "I actually think it would explain a lot if the Fae turned out to be alien in nature."

      "You’re not wrong there," I said. "Strange lot that you are."

      "No stranger than you, Chance. Remind me what we’re doing here again?"

      I shook my head dismissively at her. "Martin Cahill used to be buried over there," I said, changing the subject. "You remember him? The General?"

      "That bastard had a friend of mine killed," Davey said. "An innocent man."

      "You aren’t the only one who hates him," I said. "His gravestone was vandalized that many times they had to move him to an unmarked grave."

      "Good enough for him," Davey said.

      "On a more positive note, this place is also full of writers and artists," I said, as much to keep my mind off what we were about to do than anything else. "W. B. Yeats’ artist brother is buried here, and Oscar Wilde’s father."

      "And your own father," Dalia said.

      "Yeah, I nearly forgot that. Thanks."

      "Just saying."

      Eventually we made it to the north end of the cemetery and my mother’s grave, her grave stone erected right next to my father’s. What would he say if he was here now? I wondered. Would he be mad? I didn’t think so. He would want justice for my mother as much as I do, and if this was the only way to get it, then so be it.

      The first thing I did was to use a spell to create a light that hovered a few feet above the gravesite. The light was yellowish-white and about the size of a tennis ball. It would remain there until I made it disappear.

      There were no stones or concrete over the plot yet, like there was on my father’s side, so that would make it easier for us to dig, though the ground itself appeared to be rock solid thanks to all the hot, dry weather of late.

      "I think the best thing to do here is use a little magic to break up the ground first," Davey said. "That will make it easier to dig."

      "Good idea," I said. "You want to do it?"

      Davey stood a few feet in front of the grave and raised his hands in preparation for the spell. But as he did so, an unearthly groaning sound coming from the far end of the cemetery made us all freeze and look at each other. "What the hell was that?" I asked.

      Davey frowned for a second. "If I had to guess, I’d say it was a ghoul."

      "A ghoul?" Dalia said, seeming excited. "I’ve never seen one."

      "They keep out of sight for the most part," Davey said. "They like to haunt these graveyards at night, feasting on freshly buried bodies."

      "Jesus," I said, suddenly realizing something. "What if one got to my mother?"

      "The ground doesn’t seem like it was touched since the burial," Dalia said.

      "That doesn’t mean a ghoul wasn’t here," Davey said. "Once they’re done feasting, they usually put the grave back the way they found it. You wouldn’t know they were here most of the time."

      I sighed. "Fucking great. So a ghoul might’ve eaten me ma?"

      "Let’s hope not," Davey said, just as the ghoul nearby groaned loudly again, a mournful sound that I couldn’t help but be creeped out by.

      Ignoring the ghoul, Davey raised his hands again and said the word, "Rumpis!"

      After he said it, the ground around the gravestone began to tremor and then crack apart as if an earthquake was happening.

      "Don’t go too deep," I said. "Or you’ll break the coffin apart as well."

      "This isn’t my first rodeo, son," Davey said. "I know what I’m doing."

      When Davey had finished, it looked like the earth in front of the gravestone had been freshly tilled by some machine. I then grabbed one of the shovels and went to hand one to Dalia as well, but she had disappeared. As I looked around, I saw her moving away in the direction of the ghoul. "Dalia!" I hissed at her, but she continued walking away like she never heard me, or more likely, because she was ignoring me. "Fucks sake!"

      "I think she’s gone to observe the ghoul," Davey said.

      I shook my head. "Her morbid curiosity gets the better of her sometimes."

      "I like her." Davey had now sat down on the edge of a nearby grave and was busy filling up his pipe. "She reminds me of a girlfriend I had once, long ago. Darkly sweet."

      "That’s one way to describe her, I suppose." I had started digging by now, the earth as fine as freshly screened top soil thanks to Davey’s magic.

      "So, Corvin," Davey said after he’d lit his pipe and was sat puffing contentedly on it, as though he often sat in graveyards at night. "What are you doing with yourself these days? You’re still trying to make it as a musician I take it?"

      "More or less," I replied, my breathing heavy already as I shoveled earth from the grave and piled it up to the side of me.

      "You should’ve stayed at college. You had a promising academic career ahead of you before you decided to drop out."

      "It wasn’t for me, Davey."

      "You’ve a good head on your shoulders. You should use it more."

      "I am using it, to figure out who killed me ma."

      "And then what?"

      I stopped digging for a moment to look at him. "What do you mean?"

      "A man needs a purpose, Corvin."

      "Music is my purpose. It always has been."

      "Don’t kid yourself. You’d’ve made it by now if it was."

      I shook my head at him and went back to digging. "So tell me, what do you think my purpose is?"

      "That’s for you to find out, not me. But your Touched, Corvin, and that comes with responsibilities."

      "You sound like my—" I cut myself off before I said mother. Given I was knee deep in her grave, it didn’t seem right to mention her.

      "All I’m saying is, you have other talents that you could be putting to good use to help other people." He paused a second to blow out a puff of aromatic smoke. "It’s not all about you, you know."

      "I’ll bear that in mind."

      I dug steadily for the next hour or so, the pile of earth beside me growing ever larger as I went deeper into the grave. Then eventually, I felt the shovel scrape along something hard. My mother’s coffin, which I was now standing on top of. I looked up to see Davey staring down at me, the half moon to his back, the stars out in full in the cloudless sky. "Come on out of there now," he said. "I’ll take it from here." He reached his hand out for me to take and then pulled me up.

      "You sure you don’t need my help?" I asked him as I wiped the sweat from my face.

      Davey shook his head. "You shouldn’t be around when I open the coffin. Why don’t you go and find your friend? I should be done by the time you get back."

      I stood by the edge of the grave as I looked down at the half exposed casket.

      I’m sorry, Ma…

      "I’ll leave you to it then."

      It took me five minutes of careful searching before I found Dalia, who was crouched in the shadow of a large tomb, barely more than a shadow-form herself. I crept around the tomb and crouched beside her as she looked at me with a finger over her lips while using her dark energy to conceal me in the shadows. About a dozen feet away, I could see that one of the graves had been disturbed and that earth had been piled up in certain places. As I couldn’t see the ghoul, I assumed it had burrowed its way into the grave like some kind of animal. I had to admit, I was strangely fascinated by what was happening, like I was observing some rare creature in its natural habitat.

      A few moments later, there was the unmistakable crack of wood as the ghoul must’ve broken through into the coffin. Then there were grunting sounds, followed by what sounded like a muffled cry of victory. A moment later, the ghoul backed out of the hole it had made, a dark form covered in soil and muck. As it stood up, it seemed to look straight at us for a few seconds, as if sensing it wasn’t alone, although I knew it couldn’t see us thanks to the shadows Dalia had concealed us in. The creature itself was human in origin, but it’s limbs were thin and twisted, its body hairless, grayish-green skin sagging on it in certain places. Its head appeared misshapen as well, its mouth wide and twisted, its eyes dark and squinty. And in the creatures hand, its prize: an arm taken from the body in the grave. I watched with disgust as the ghoul bit into the bicep of the detached arm and stood munching on the flesh for a moment, the smacking sounds it made seeming loud in the still of the night. Then the ghoul carefully placed the arm on the ground, leaving it there will it went about filling in the hole it had made. When it was finished, it picked up its dinner and shuffled awkwardly away, finally disappearing behind a distant tomb, where it probably sat to finish its dinner.

      "Well, that was gross," I said quietly to Dalia.

      "It’s a fascinating creature," she said as we both stood up.

      "To you maybe. C’mon, I want to see if Davey is done yet. I still have to fill the grave back in."

      Davey was out of the grave and just closing up his black medical bag when we arrived back. "All done," he said. "You can close up the grave now."

      "What did you find?" I asked him eagerly.

      "Nothing yet. I took samples so I can run tests at home."

      I couldn’t help feeling a sense of disappointment, even though I knew he wouldn’t immediately find anything out. "Was there enough magic residue left to work with?"

      "The magic used on your mother was strong, so yes, I would say so."

      "Enough to trace it to one person?"

      He hesitated before answering. "I’ll cautiously say yes at this stage, but I won’t know for sure until I’ve run the tests."

      "How long will that take?"

      "A few days at most."

      "A few days?" I sighed.

      "I’m sorry, son, but the process can’t be rushed."

      "I’ll help you fill in the grave, Corvin," Dalia said.

      "No," I said. "You two go back to the car. I’ll finish up here."

      They both looked at me. "Are you sure?" Dalia asked.

      "Yeah. I won’t be long."

      As the two of them headed back to the car, I walked to edge of the open grave and stared down at the half-buried coffin below, still hardly able to believe that my once vibrant and alive mother was lying inside, rotting away. Wiping tears from my eyes, I grabbed the remaining shovel and began to put the earth back into the grave, which didn’t take me very long. By the time I had finished, it just looked like another recently dug grave.

      I then spent the next few minutes standing before my parents’ gravestones, the tears once again brimming in my eyes until they started rolling down my cheeks. "I’ll get justice," I said before walking away. "For both of you."
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      Dalia stayed with Davey when we got back to his place. She wanted to discuss further her possible apprenticeship with him, which Davey didn’t seem to mind. The impression I got was that he was glad of the company, as I don’t think he got much since his wife died a few years ago. I thanked Davey for what he had done tonight, and for what he was going to do, and then told Dalia I would see her later.

      It was after daybreak when I got back to the flat. Even though I was exhausted, I didn’t much feel like sleeping. Instead, I sat on the couch with my guitar, the same acoustic I’d had for over ten years now, and did some gentle jamming. There was so much going through my head that I needed not to think for a while, and playing guitar was the best way for me to accomplish that. It was like meditation, only not as boring, and I still got some good practice in.

      My quiet time was soon interrupted, however, when my phone rang on the coffee table in front of me. "Fuck’s sake," I muttered, stopping playing and leaning over to grab the phone, wondering who the hell would be calling at this time of the morning. When I looked at the caller ID I saw it was an unknown number. For a moment, I considered not answering it, but then I thought that if someone is calling this early, it must be important.

      So I answered. "Hello?"

      "Corvin. Did I wake you?" It was Iolas.

      "No," I replied, trying to contain my surprise. "I wasn’t sleeping."

      "Good. You need to come to my house. There’s someone here I think you would be interested in meeting."

      I shook my head at his arrogance, at the way he expected me to just come when he called. "Who?"

      "The person who killed your mother. I’ll expect you soon."

      He hung up then, leaving me to sit in shock for a moment while I tried to process what he just said. A plethora of different emotions ran through me, until I thought to myself that Iolas had to be playing some kind of game with me. But an elf like Iolas didn’t play games, which meant he was actually holding someone whom he claimed had murdered my mother. I didn’t know what Iolas was up to, but I knew there was only one way to find out.

      I grabbed the car keys of the table and left the flat.
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      On the drive over, my mind was beset with confusion. How could Iolas have found my mother’s killer when it was highly likely that it was he himself who had killed her, or at least had someone else do it for him? That was the main question going through my mind, to which there was only two possible answers. One, that Iolas was telling the truth and he really did have the real killer in his custody. Or two, that Iolas was lying, and he was producing some patsy just to make himself look innocent. Whichever case turned out to be true, I was dreading what I was walking into. What would I be expected to do when I got there? Was Iolas expecting me to kill whoever he was holding? Or for me to watch as someone else killed the person? If it turned out it really was the killer, did I have it in me to kill them in cold blood as they killed my mother? To exact the revenge and bring about the justice I had promised to my mother only hours ago at her graveside?

      Iliphar, Iolas’ assistant, met me at the front door, his pale face as expressionless as it was last time I met him. "Mr. Chance," he greeted me. "Iolas is waiting."

      "I’m sure he is," I said as I walked into the stately house.

      Unlike last time, Iliphar led me to the west wing of the house, and then through a door that led down a lot of stairs, which in turn led into a large cellar that was inadequately lit by a few bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling.

      Jesus, Amelia wasn’t joking when she mentioned Iolas had a dungeon.

      Speaking of whom, I was surprised to see Amelia standing in the room not far from her uncle. Leaning against the bare stone wall, her expression was grave and serious as she nodded once at me. Iolas himself was standing near the center of the room, the sleeves on his white shirt rolled up, which I also noticed was speckled with blood. Not his own blood, but the blood of the person he was standing in front of. A man it seemed like from behind, dark-haired, stripped to the waist, sweat dripping off him onto the stone floor, mixing with the blood already there.

      The atmosphere in the room was tense and oppressive, made worse by the fact that Iolas was staring at me in silence, a dark look on his face as if he planned to strap me to his torture chair next, which may well have been his plan for all I knew. Perhaps he was just guaranteeing that I would show up to my own death when he called earlier. Either way, there wasn’t much I could do now except to wait to see what happens.

      "What the hell is this?" I asked, looking first at Iolas and then at Amelia, who merely stared back at me as if the whole situation was self-explanatory.

      "I’m glad you came, Corvin," Iolas said. "I wasn’t sure if your thirst for justice would extend this far."

      "What do you mean?" I walked further into the room until I could see the face of the man sitting in the chair.

      "I think you know what I mean," Iolas said. "This piece of scum killed your mother."

      I stared hard at the man in the chair, thinking I might recognize him, which I didn’t. His face was swollen where Iolas had obviously been beating on him, and there were also strange wounds on his body, pieces of skin missing, as if they had been ripped off, and burn marks as well, as though Iolas had been pressing lit cigars into the man’s flesh. Frankly, I was a bit sickened by what I saw, especially when the man looked at me with his one good eye, the other being swollen shut, and started pleading with me. "Please…" he said. "I didn’t so anything…"

      "Tell the truth!"  Iolas demanded of his prisoner. "You killed this boy’s mother…in cold blood!"

      "No…I…" The man started shaking his head in denial, looking like he’d been strapped to the chair for a long time now. The chair itself was metal and bolted to the floor, with leather straps for the man’s wrists and ankles, reminding me of some kind of electric chair without the skullcap. "It wasn’t me…"

      I’d had enough already, and I turned to Iolas. "You’d better have proof this man killed me ma, or I’m walking out of here right now."

      Iolas stared back at me like he couldn’t understand my reticence, or my apparent squeamishness for that matter. Torturing people obviously didn’t bother Iolas. It didn’t seem to bother Amelia either, who still stood silently looking on. "Proof?" Iolas reached into his trouser pocket and took out a silver bracelet which I immediately recognized.

      "Let me see that." I took the bracelet from him and turned it over to read the inscription on the back:

      To my darling Teresa, the light of my life.

      "That belonged to your mother, correct?" Iolas said.

      I nodded slowly as I stared at the bracelet. There was no doubt it was my mother’s. It even had the small mark at the end of the inscription, where the engraver had messed up. My mother used to joke about the mistake to my father, saying it summed up their marriage or something like that. The more I held the bracelet, the more I could sense my mother’s residual energy in the metal. You don’t keep something that close to your skin for so many years without transferring something of yourself into it. My mother was a part of this bracelet, and her energy, although barely felt, was enough to make my eyes sting with tears. "Where did this come from?"

      "This man was caught trying to pawn it to Haknet," Iolas said. "His name is Arthur Cartwright, and he’s a dirty junky from Finglas, isn’t that right? You killed this boy’s mother over a damn fix!"

      The man started shaking his head in protest. "No…it wasn’t me…"

      "Where did you get this?" I demanded, holding the bracelet in front of his face. "Tell me!"

      "I…I found it!" he said. "In an alley..."

      "Which alley? Where?"

      "Across the Ha’Penny Bridge…Asdill’s Row. It was just lying there…"

      "He’s lying," Iolas said. He stepped forward and placed his right forefinger on the man’s chest. Within seconds, there was a burning smell as Arthur Cartwright’s flesh began to melt like Iolas was pressing a cigarette lighter into him, and he began to scream.

      "Stop!" I shouted to Iolas.

      Iolas glared at me for a second while he continued to use his magic to burn the man. "Can’t you see he’s lying?"

      "How do you know he’s lying? He could be telling the truth."

      "He’s a junky, all they do is lie and steal…and murder!" Iolas thrust his hand out and clawed his fingers in the air, and I watched in horror as a portion of skin on the man’s chest began to stretch and then snap off in a burst of blood.

      "Jesus Christ!" I turned away as Arthur screamed and Iolas dropped the torn piece of flesh to the floor with a wet slapping sound.

      "Please!" Arthur screamed. "No more! I’m telling the truth…please…no more…no more…" Tears were streaming down his face, and he looked about as terrified as it was possible for someone to be.

      I looked at Amelia at that point, who merely sighed and turned her head away from me as if she knew this whole thing was wrong but was too afraid of her uncle to say anything.

      "This man didn’t kill my mother," I said to Iolas, who looked to be in his element here. For an elf who professed a dislike for violence, he sure seemed to be enjoying himself on some sick level.

      Iolas shook his head at me. "You are letting your emotions get in the way of the truth, Corvin."

      "Look at him! Does he look like a killer to you?"

      "Never underestimate a junky."

      "My mother was killed by magic. You gave me the damn autopsy report yourself."

      "This man is Touched, he is endowed with magic."

      I shook my head dismissively. "I can sense his magic and it’s nowhere near strong enough to inflict the kind of damage that was done to me ma."

      Iolas stared at me for a long time before speaking. "I must say, I’m disappointed in you, Corvin. I thought you would want justice for your mother. Clearly, you don’t have the stomach for it."

      "Don’t have the stomach for it?" I shook my head. "This man is a junky who found a damn bracelet in an alleyway, that’s all. You know as well as I do he didn’t kill anybody, least of all me ma. She was powerful enough to stop someone like this in their tracks if she had wanted to. There’s no way this junky got the drop on her with his weak magic. It’s bullshit, and I’m leaving."

      I had taken two steps before Iolas shouted, "Stop!"

      Against my will, I turned around to see that he had his hands on Arthur Cartwright’s head. "You may not want to believe the truth, even if it’s blatantly obvious, but I do." He suddenly twisted Arthur Cartwright’s head to the side, producing a sickening snapping sound as he broke the man’s neck as easily as breaking a twig. "Justice is now done."

      I froze to the spot for a moment as I stared dumbly at the dead man in the chair, his head tilted around past his shoulder at an impossible angle, his dead eyes open and staring right at me. The eyes of an innocent man, his own dumb luck having cost him his life. My stomach wanted desperately to eject whatever was in it, but I forced the bile back down again, not wanting to give Iolas the satisfaction of seeing me being sick.

      "So much for not killing anyone these days," I said.

      Iolas wiped his hands across his stained shirt. "I make exceptions when needed."

      Standing there, I was more convinced than ever that he was involved in my mother’s murder. This whole charade he had put on for my benefit had been pointless, leading only to the death of an innocent man. "I’ll bear that in mind."

      "Be sure you do, Corvin," he said as I left the room without looking back, practically running up the stairs and then out the door, almost bumping into Iliphar, who had been waiting in the hallway.

      "Is everything all right, Mr. Chance?" he said.

      "Get the fuck out of way," I said as I shoved him aside and headed for the front door.

      When I got to the car, I leaned on the roof for a moment, taking deep breaths to try and calm myself, but my stomach was having none of it and I suddenly turned to the side just as a stream of vomit flew from my mouth. I remained bent over for a few moments, retching until there was nothing left.

      "Are you all right?"

      I straightened up to see Amelia standing just behind me. "Fuck off, Amelia," I said as I wiped my mouth with my sleeve.

      "I’m sorry you had to see that."

      "So am I! That man was innocent, and you both knew it!"

      Amelia shook her head. "There was nothing I could do…"

      "Here’s something you can do," I said as I opened the car door. "Stay the fuck away from me, all of you."

      I got into the car and slammed the door closed. As I started the engine, I glanced briefly at Amelia through the window. I could see the pain and regret in her eyes, but I didn’t care. She had made her choice.

      They all had.

      And they would all pay for it.

      I would see to that.
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      I didn’t go back to the flat after I left Iolas’. Instead, I parked the car in the garage and went straight to one of my local pubs, a little place called The Druid Stone, an establishment run by a long-standing family friend who went by the name of Óisín O'Faelin. Óisín came from a long line of druids, and was one of the few remaining druids left in Ireland who could trace their roots right back to the original druids of ancient times, before Christianity poisoned the waters here sometime in the 5th Century. He had been a close friend of my mother, and often came by the bookshop to discuss Irish history and lore with her. I used to sit in on these discussions, and thanks to Óisín, I got my eyes open to the impact of Druidism around the world, it’s close ties with ancient Egyptian Druidism, and the fact that much of the Christian religion has its basis in the ancient Druidic ways, even basing most of their symbolism and iconography on these so-called Pagan religions. I often wondered, when I watched people herding into chapels, what they would say if they knew the great Sun God—worshiped since ancient times across the world—was really at the heart of their religion, and not some supernatural Messiah concocted by the creators of Christianity back in the day. Christianity is nothing if not paganism under another name, a fact whose irony never fails to amuse me.

      "How are you, Corvin?" Óisín greeted me when I went into the pub. Stood behind the small bar, he looked more like a university lecturer than a druid, with his olive green corduroy jacket and dark blue shirt open at the neck, revealing the tip of a sun ray, part of the huge sun tattoo he had on his chest, one of many Druidic symbols he had inked all over his body. At Druidic ceremonies, some of which I attended over the years, Óisín looked very different in his robes as he held his centuries old staff while reciting the words to the ceremony in Ancient Irish.

      "I’m not too bad," I said as I took a stool at the bar, completely understating my current mood. Only two old guys sat at the back of the tiny pub, reading the papers as they sipped on their pints. Nether paid me any attention. "In need of a drink."

      Óisín smiled, still youthful looking for a man in his fifties, with a hardly a gray in sight in his thick, dark hair, his green eyes warm but still sharp. "Tough morning?"

      I nodded as Óisín went about pulling a pint of Guinness. "You could say that."

      "Anything I can help you with?"

      "I wish there were. A pint and a whiskey chaser will have to do." I gave him an insouciant smile as I placed money on the bar, which he promptly slid back to me as he placed my drinks.

      "Your money is no good here, you know dat."

      I nodded as I raised my pint at him. "You’re a gentleman as always, Óisín."

      "If you can’t look after your friends," he said. "Who can you luk after?"

      "Yourself, as most people see it."

      "Sure, isn’t dat wat’s wrong with the world today? No one gives a shoite anymore."

      I give a shoite, I thought. I give a shoite about taking down that bastard Iolas. I just didn’t know how I was going to do it yet.

      "You luk troubled, Corvin," Óisín said as he leaned on the bar. "You must be finding it difficult with your mother gone. I know I miss de 'ell out of her meself."

      "I miss her too, Óisín," I said, throwing back my whiskey chaser.

      "I still can’t believe what happened. Is no one tryin’ to find who did it?"

      I shook my head bitterly. "The Council doesn’t want to know. Politics is more important it seems."

      "It must be frustrating for you."

      "It is, which is why I’ve taken matters into my own hands. No one else is going to get her the justice she deserves."

      Óisín nodded somewhat cautiously. "Revenge is a dish best served carefully."

      "I don’t care how it’s served, as long as it’s served."

      Óisín stared at me with sympathy in his eyes, but also understanding. Who better than a Druid to understand persecution? If indeed I was being persecuted. It certainly felt like it earlier when I was standing in that dungeon with Iolas. Before that happened, I thought I was relatively safe from him, but now I wasn’t so sure. If I became a problem for him—if I wasn’t already in his mind—he wouldn’t hesitate to kill me as surely as he killed poor Arthur Cartwright. But I wasn’t going to let fear stop me. As an Irish Statesman once said, "All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing." I wasn’t about to be one of those men who did nothing. Soon enough, Davey would find a lead on the killer, and once I had their identity, heaven help them.

      "You want my advice?" Óisín said. "You’re too emotional, and you don’t seem to be tinking wi’ a clear head."

      He may have been right, but it was hard to think with a clear head when you just saw a man get tortured and then have his neck broken. "No offense, Óisín, but my emotions are all I have at the minute."

      Óisín nodded as if he understood. "I hear you’re going after Iolas Tasar. Do you tink he killed your mother?"

      I thought about the cold look in Iolas’ eyes the moment he broke Arthur Cartwright’s neck. "I believe so."

      "Do you have any proof?"

      I shook my head. "I’m working on it, but I don’t need proof to know he was involved. I just know."

      Óisín sighed as he poured me another whiskey and placed it beside my half empty pint glass. "Let me tell you about de Tasar’s," he said. "They are one of de oldest elven families in Ireland, and back in de day they used to share power with de vampires. They also dabbled 'eavily in ancient death magic. Rumor has it dat their constant use of dark magic poisoned their bloodline, with de result that all Tasar’s are of a much darker bent than they should be, given dat de rest of their brethren are generally benevolent souls."

      I snorted. "You got that right."

      "I only tell you this for your own safety, Corvin. If you’re directing your pain at someone like Iolas Tasar, prepare to have dat pain multiplied right back at ya." His stare never wavered. Óisín always was a straight talker, for which I admired him. "You should stay clear until ya have proof, then go to de Council with it. Let them sort him out."

      "That’s just it, they won’t. For whatever reason, the Council fear Iolas."

      "They fear de instability dat would erupt here if they went against him."

      "Exactly. Politics. Same as it was when Prince Constantine killed me da."

      "Right enough. Sure, it’s never been any different in dis small country of ours," Óisín said. "If dis was Manhattan, tings would be different. Iolas would be surrounded and outgunned, so to speak. Here, he’s safe on dis island, and in a good position to defend himself if need be. The Council know dat, which is why they give him so much leeway."

      "Whatever," I said after draining my pint glass. "I don’t need the Council’s help. I’ll have proof soon enough, then I’ll take Iolas down myself."

      Óisín looked pained for a second, as if he thought he wasn’t getting through to me. "Iolas will kill you, Corvin, if you go up against him. I can’t be any more clear on dat now, and I only say it because I care about you."

      Sighing, I nodded at him. "I know you do, Óisín, but I don’t have a choice. No one else is going to stand up for me ma. Are you saying you wouldn’t do the same for your own ma?"

      He shook his head, knowing he couldn’t argue otherwise. After he’d set me another pint up, he disappeared for a few moments, and when he came back, he was holding something in his hand. "I want to give you dis," he said, placing a smallish dagger on the bar between us. "If you’re determined to go down de road of retribution, I think you might need dis. It’s a very old Druidic dagger dat’s been in my family for centuries. It’s also very powerful."

      Putting down my pint, I picked up the dagger, which was about twelve inches long, the blade itself being half that length. The grip appeared to be made from wood that had deep grooves in it, the bottom end splaying out almost like tree branches. The guard was steel and curled down at the ends, with curls of metal almost like tree roots at either side. The blade appeared to be silver, with one side ending in a forty-five degree angle. The center of the blade had intricate engravings on it, again resembling roots. Holding it lightly in my hand, the dagger felt nicely balanced and comfortingly warm to the touch. "It’s beautiful," I said. "But I can’t accept this, Óisín."

      He shook his head at me, seeming offended. "Nonsense! You’ll take it!"

      "But it’s been in your family for years—"

      "It’s a blade of protection for whoever needs it, and I tink you might need it." He took the dagger and held it across the palms of his hands. "It will kill almost anything…even elves of great power."

      My interest in the dagger deepened when he said that, and for just a few seconds, I had a clear picture in my mind of stabbing Iolas through the heart with it, and could see clearly the look on his face when I did so, followed by the feeling of satisfaction after I did it. "If you’re sure then," I said taking the dagger from him.

      "I’m sure. It’s de least I can do."

      I ran my fingers along the sharp edge of the blade, drawing a tiny amount of blood on one finger. "Will it kill a vampire as well?"

      Óisín frowned. "A vampire? Why do you ask?"

      I shook my head as I put the dagger inside my jacket. "Just wondering, that’s all."

      "You don’t want to tangle with vampires, Corvin. If you think Iolas is bad…" He trailed off, as if the rest was obvious.

      "I know."

      "You’re not tinking of going after Constantine as well, are you?"

      I merely shook my head as I finished my pint. "At this point," I said, "anything is possible. That’s all I know."

      "You be careful now," Oisin said after I’d thanked him for the drinks, and also the dagger, which felt reassuringly heavy inside my jacket. "And remember one of de golden rules of my people: Thou shall not disfigure the soul. Tread carefully, lad."

      I nodded as I paused by the door. "I’ll try to remember that."
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      Not long after leaving the pub, I was walking aimlessly down the street when my phone rang.

      "Corvin, tank feck. Wha ye?"

      "Monty? What’s up? Why are you shouting?"

      "Eh…Can yer cum ter me apartment?"

      "Now?"

      "Yeah, nigh. I’m in a…bit av a bind."

      "What sort of bind?"

      "It’s probably best if yer jist cum raun, roight"

      Puffing my cheeks out, I shook my head. "Fine, I’ll be there soon."

      "Cheers bro!"

      I dreaded to think what was wrong with him this time, but since I was at something of a loose end, and since I would never turn a plea for help from him, I started walking toward Parnell Street where Monty lived. I wasn’t that far away, so it didn’t take me long to reach the place. The apartment complex was upmarket and expensive, though Monty could afford it thanks to the money he made from his YouTube channel and his various hacking activities. When I got there, I expected him to open the door for me, but instead he shouted from inside that he couldn’t, which of course made me frown. Nonetheless, I did a Reveal Spell to reveal the spur key I knew he kept hidden under the door mat. Once I went inside, I stood in the spacious living room looking around and shaking my head. The place was a mess, with empty bottles strewn everywhere, the coffee table covered in drug paraphilia. Obviously, Monty had thrown one of his famous parties last night.

      "Where are you?" I shouted.

      "De bedroom," came the reply.

      Stepping over rubbish on the floor, I made my way to the bedroom. The door was closed, and when I opened it, I stopped dead as I stared at Monty on the bed. He was completely naked, with both arms secured to the bedpost with handcuffs. "What the fuck?" I said, unable to keep from smiling.

      "Tank feck you’re 'ere," he said, sighing with relief. "Get me oyt av dees cuffs, 'ill yer?"

      I continued to stand by the door with a smile on my face. "What happened? Did someone forget to leave the key?"

      "Al' i’m gonna say is, never sleep wi' a witch if she’s taken too many mushrooms."

      I shook my head. "What happened?"

      Monty made a snorting sound like the whole thing was ridiculous. "Oi wus jist givin' 'er de auld aussie pogue as she sat on me bake loike, when al’ oi did wus—"

      "On second thoughts," I said, holding my hand up. "I don’t want to know. Why haven’t you got yourself out this yet?"

      "She fecking put a spell on me, didn’t she? Blocked me bleedin’ magic."

      "Oh well, I’m sure the spell will wear off soon. I’ll catch you later, bro…" I went to move out the door again.

      "Hey! Don’t yer feckin' leave me loike dis!" Monty shouted in a panic.

      I burst out laughing. "As much as I’d love to…"

      "You’re an arsehole, Chance."

      "After the day I’ve had so far, I need a laugh."

      "Tell me all about it when you open these fecking handcuffs."

      As I approached the bed, I noticed his mobile phone lying there, and I stared at it a minute. "How’d you manage to get your phone?"

      Monty puffed his cheeks out for a second. "Wi' deadly feckin' effort, bro, that’s 'oy. Luckily, me jeans were still on de scratcher, an' oi managed ter use me feet  ter dig de phone oyt av me pocket."

      "So how did you press the buttons?"

      A mischievous and very satisfied smile spread across Monty’s face. "Wi’ superior acrobatic skill, that’s 'oy," he said, thrusting his pelvis up slightly.

      I couldn’t help laughing. "No way?"

      "Yes way." He gazed down at his flaccid penis. "I used me magic wan."

      "Unbelievable," I said, still laughing.

      "They don’t call me Magic Cock for nathing, bro."

      "What, who calls you that?"

      "Oi do nigh, after wat oi jist done. Jist open de feckin' cuffs, 'ill yer?"

      "Is there a key lying around."

      "Dat freaky witch made aff wi' it. You’ll 'av ter use your magic."

      Directing my hand over the first set of handcuffs, I said the word, "Rumpus!" A second later, the cuffs broke in half and fell away, freeing Monty’s wrist. Then I did the same thing with the other handcuffs. "There you go, you’re free. Now put some damn clothes on, Magic Cock."

      Monty smiled as he sat on the bed rubbing his wrists. "Tanks, bro. Wha wud oi be withoyt yer?"

      "Still handcuffed to that fucking bed, poking your phone with your magic wand."

      He shook his head. "Roight enough. Do us a favor an' go an' bru up sum coffee while oi git decent."

      "It’s a fucking butler you need," I said as I turned to leave the room.

      "Are butler’s dear di yer tink? Oi reckon 'avin' a butler wud be great, don’t you?"

      I didn’t answer him as I walked through the living room and into the kitchen. Every surface seemed to be covered with empty glasses and bottles. "Jesus Christ, what a mess," I said as I found a black bag and started putting the bottles into it, before filling the dishwasher with the glasses. At least now I had space to make the coffee. Monty could sort the rest out himself.

      By the time I had brought two cups of coffee into the living room, placing them on the coke-dusted coffee table, Monty emerged from the bedroom dressed in three-quarter length shorts and a T-shirt that said COME AT ME BRO on it. "Waat a noight," he said looking around, before collapsing onto the couch. "I never even meant ter trow a party."

      "You never do," I said, sipping on my own coffee.

      Monty smiled. "Yer gotta go wi' de flow, bro, yer nu waat oi mean?" His smile faltered when he saw I wasn’t smiling with him. "What’s up witcha anyway? Did somethin' 'appen ter yer? Yer luk a bit 'aunted dare."

      Haunted was as good a way as any to describe how I was feeling. "A lot of shit has gone down."

      "Loike whaa?"

      I proceeded to tell him about the phone call from Iolas, and what followed after. "He’s a fucking psychopath," I said, referring of course to Iolas. "He just broke that guy’s neck like it was nothing."

      "That's fucked up. I’m sorry yer 'ad ter see dat, bro."

      "So am I."

      "Maybe yer shud jist back aff nigh, before yer end up wi' a snapped neck as well."

      I threw him a look. "I’m not backing off anything."

      Monty nodded. "Fair enoof. I’m jist sayin', yer shud be careful especially after waaat oi foun' oyt aboyt Iolas."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Well, oi dug a wee bit further into Iolas’ business dealings."

      I sat forward in my seat. "What did you find out?"

      "It seems Iolas 'as been buyin' up properties al' over de country," Monty said. "A lot av businesses an' industrial properties. Most av dem bought within de last year or so."

      "Why would he buying those kinds of properties?" I wondered aloud. "And why so many?"

      "I don’t nu, bro, but oi did discover somethin' else."

      "What?"

      "Iolas 'as a silent partner in most av dees deals, whaich wasn’t easy ter fend oyt. Oi only stumbled across it by accident whaen oi looked at de deeds for a factory buildin' he bought."

      "So who’s his partner?"

      Monty looked at me gravely. "Prince Constantine."

      I stared at him moment and then shook my head. I didn’t even need to ask if he was sure, because I knew he was. He just confirmed what I’d know all along, and what my mother had known as well, which is that Iolas and Constantine had formed some sort of partnership. "Two psychopaths working together, but to what end?"

      "Not sure, bro," said with a shrug. "But wi' a vampire an' an elf workin' together, de outcum can’t be gran'. Oi tart de vampires only kept ter their own kind anyway?"

      "They usually do."

      "Maybe they’re tryin' ter take over de country." Monty was smiling when he said it, but it didn’t sound like a joke to me. It was entirely possible that Iolas and Constantine had concocted some nefarious plan between them.

      "Did you find anything else out?"

      "Naw, jus dat, but i’m sure it’s enoof ter go ter de council wi', roi?"

      "The Council?" I shook my head. "I’m not going to the Council with anything. They’ve already made it clear that they won’t go up against Iolas or Constantine when it comes to the crunch. They swept both my parents’ murders under the fucking rug."

      "So waat ye 'eadin' ter do? Take Iolas an' Constantine on yerself?"

      I placed my half empty coffee cup on the table and sat back in the couch, suddenly aware of the dagger inside my jacket as its weight pressed against my ribs. "If I have to."

      "Yer won’t 'av ter," Monty said. "i’ll alwus go into battle witcha, bro."

      "Into battle?"

      "Waaat else do yer tink it’s gonna be? Iolas an' Constantine aren’t de type ter take things lyin' down."He paused while he stared at me a moment. "They’re gonna try ter git rid av yer at sum point, bro, especially if yer persist in investigatin' their derdy dealings. That’s why i’m sayin' dat maybe yer shud seek de 'elp if de Council—"

      "No! Fuck the Council! That’s just going to make things worse. What do you think Iolas is going to do if I put the Council onto him?"

      "Kill yer?"

      "Exactly, and then I’ll just be another victim conveniently swept under the rug."

      "An' Iolas 'ill be free ter carry on," Monty added. "Unless we gie de council irrefutable evidence dat Iolas is up ter brutal shoite."

      "Which we don’t have."

      "So i’ll keep diggin’."

      "Cheers bro. I might have something in the pipeline, though, now that you mention it."

      Monty’s eyes widened as I told him about the visit I paid to the century with Dalia and Davey. "Jayzus Christ. Yer dug up your own ma?"

      I shook my head at him. "Don’t say it like that, for fuck’s sake. I did what I had to do, that’s all there is to it."

      "I’ll say wan tin' for yer, bro, yer don’t do things by 'alves."

      "Anyway, hopefully Davey will turn something up."

      "An' if he does? Waat den?"

      I rested the back of my head against the couch as I thought for a moment. "Then I do what has to be done again."

      Monty shook his head as if the whole thing was becoming to heavy for him, especially with his apparent hangover. "Ye blatherin' aboyt killin' somebody…for rayle? Killin' Iolas or whoever it urns oyt killed yer ma? That’s a whole different level, bro, oi mean…" He trailed off as if he couldn’t fathom the idea of murder.

      "Whatever happens, it’ll be on me," I told him. "You don’t have to worry."

      "Feck aff, will yer?" He shook his head almost in anger. "Yer tink i’d let yer dayle wi' dis shoite alone? Oi won’t."

      That right there is why I love Monty. I knew he’d always put himself on the line for me, no matter what. "Let’s just see what happens. Maybe it won’t come to that."

      "Ter killin'? Oi 'ope not, for yer sake as much as mine."

      As I stood up to go, I said, "Listen, there’s something else you can do for me."

      "Name it, bro," Monty said, not moving from his position in his seat.

      "Thirty years ago, a plane that left here to go to Switzerland crashed, probably a private jet. Is there any way you can find out the details surrounding the crash?"

      Monty frowned. "What’s dis aboyt?"

      "Iolas again. He had family on that plane, and I want to know what happened."

      "Sure, bro, i’ll see waat oi can dig up. Dare shud be records somewhere."

      I clasped Monty’s hand before I left. "Do me another favor, will you?"

      "What bro?"

      "Don’t sleep with any more crazy witches."

      Monty laughed. "You’re askin' too much av me dare, bro, but I’ll try…"
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      The sun was beating down hard again as I walked down Parnell Street, having just left Monty’s and still chuckling to myself over the sticky situations he continually got himself into. Dick dialing the phone, I thought with a shake of my head. Classic.

      As I was coming past the Rotunda Hospital, the oldest and continuously operating maternity hospital in the world (helping to churn out the youngest population of any European country), my thoughts inevitably turned to Iolas once again, and the question of his guilt. But before my mind got the chance to go around in circles as it always did, my thoughts were interrupted by a black Mercedes that pulled up alongside me. I ignored the car at first, continuing to walk until a voice said my name. Stopping, I saw that one of the darkened back windows of the car was down, and that a man was staring at me from inside. "Corvin Chance?"

      I stared suspiciously at the man, who appeared to be alone in the back of the car. Dressed in a dark suit despite the hot weather, the stranger had short dark hair and appeared to be somewhere in his mid to late forties. He also spoke with an upper-class sounding English accent, overall coming across as some sort of businessman or politician. "Who’s asking?" I said.

      "My name is Benedict Bonneville. I represent the Council. Can we talk?"

      The Council, I thought. What the hell do they want?

      "What about?"

      He stared at me with striking blue eyes as if he knew what he was going to say would grab my attention, which it did. "Iolas Tasar."

      I stared back at him a moment. "What about him?"

      "Why don’t you get in so we can discuss it?"

      After standing for another moment, I went to the car and got inside, figuring it couldn’t hurt to see what this man wanted. If nothing else, I’d be able to at least find out exactly where the Council stood as regards Iolas.

      "How did you find me?" I asked as the car, driven by another man in a dark suit, pulled off.

      Benedict Bonneville smiled. "Really? You’re asking a wizard that question?"

      "Fair enough. Where are we going?"

      "It’s a lovely day, so I thought we could take a stroll around St. Stephen’s Green, or we could stay in the car, it’s up to you."

      "The park is fine."

      He smiled. "Good, I’m glad to hear you say that. I’ve been stuck in planes and cars all bloody day."

      Benedict seemed like a fairly easy-going individual, but I could also tell he was sharp as a tac and probably a highly competent wizard as well. The Council wasn’t in the habit of promoting incompetence, so I assumed Benedict was one of their best and brightest, which made me wonder exactly what he was doing here. He seemed in no rush to explain himself, however.

      "Lovely city you have here," he said as he looked out the darkened windows. "So much history, just like London."

      "I know London well."

      He turned his head to smile at me. "I know you do."

      When he looked away again, I shook my head. Was he implying that I was being watched or something? The feeling made me uncomfortable, and I was glad when the car finally pulled up in Grafton Street and we got out, heading through the granite Fusilier’s Arch on our way into the park, which was said to be modeled on the Arch of Titus in Rome.

      "So," I said, breathing slightly easier now that we were outside. "What’s all this about? You mentioned Iolas Tasar. What about him?"

      "It’s peaceful in here, isn’t it?" he said as we walked by the park’s large lake, the surface like glass, disturbed only by the ducks and other water fowl that paddled gently across it. "I love city parks, they’re like an oasis, aren’t they, offering relief from the busy city streets. Did you frequent many parks while you were in London?"

      "You tell me. You seem to know a lot about my movements."

      Benedict smiled as he walked with his hands in his trouser pockets. "It’s my job to know what goes in my city, especially amongst the Touched."

      "So why are you here in Dublin and not London?"

      "Because the Council sent me here, and I go where they tell me to go."

      "Is this about my mother?"

      He gave me a sympathetic look, seeming very tall as he walked beside me. "I knew your mother well. Her death was a sad loss."

      "Her murder, you mean."

      "Yes, her murder."

      "Not that the Council did much about it."

      "I understand your frustration," he said as we approached the park’s open heath, which as always had groups of students dotted all over it as they lazed in the mid-day sun.

      "I don’t think you do. The Council did nothing to find out who killed her, even though they probably know full well who was responsible."

      "And who do you think was responsible?"

      "You’ve already said his name."

      "Iolas Tasar."

      "Yes."

      Benedict nodded. "I can’t say if you are right or not, not without a fuller investigation."

      I shook my head in frustration as I felt my anger rising. "A fuller investigation? You’ve had three fucking months to investigate, and what have you done? Nothing!"

      "To be fair," he said. "That’s not exactly true. A full investigation was indeed done into your mother’s murder."

      "Really?" I stopped to glare at him. "Then why didn’t you trace the magic used to kill her?"

      "Who said we didn’t?"

      "What? You know…who killed her?" His contradictory answers were frustrating me.

      "Let’s keep walking," he said, and strolled on ahead for a second before I caught up with him.

      "Hey! Tell me what you know. I have a right—"

      "No, you don’t."

      "What?" I couldn’t believe his arrogance, and I just wanted to punch him out. "She was my mother!" A few students on the heath looked over after I raised my voice, and I glared angrily at them until they looked away.

      Benedict continued to walk calmly, as if he was enjoying his stroll through the park. "There’s more at stake here, and a lot more going than just…" He trailed off, seeming to realize he was being insensitive. "I’m not saying getting justice for your mother isn’t important, I’m just saying that justice will have to be delayed for a little while."

      I stopped again and shook my head just as he turned around. "This is bullshit!"

      "This is how things have to be done," he said as he walked over to me. "If I give you the information you seek now, you will just mess up a larger operation."

      I shook my head in disgust. "Fuck your operation, I’ll find out the name of the killer on my own soon enough anyway."

      For the first time, he appeared slightly worried. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean I dug my mother’s body. The magic used to kill her is being examined as we speak."

      "Oh." He stood in thought for a minute. "Then perhaps I should explain to you exactly why I’m here."

      "Go ahead. Like I give a shit anyway."

      "Let’s walk again. I find it calming."

      For a moment, I considered just walking away from him altogether, but then I thought that I might as well see what he wanted first. Sighing, I began to walk beside him again as we passed the bandstand in the center of the heath. "Talk," I said. "What the hell do you want from me?"

      "I’m here to sort out Iolas Tasar," he said.

      "Sort out?"

      He nodded. "Yes. The Council believes him to be a threat to the stability of this island. Iolas is getting too big for his boots, so to speak. He thinks he answers to no one."

      I thought about Arthur Cartwright, and all the people Iolas had under his thumb through debt and intimidation. "He doesn’t."

      "Well, he’s supposed to. Even the Elven Council can’t control him."

      "What do you suspect him of?"

      "Lot’s of things, but mainly colluding with vampires in a plot to take over this country."

      I went silent for a moment. Things were starting to make sense now. At least now I knew why Iolas had partnered with Constantine. "Are you aware of the properties Iolas is buying up, along with his silent partner, Prince Constantine?"

      Benedict glanced down at me, a look of surprise on his face. "How did you know about that?"

      "I’m running my own investigation into Iolas. What are the properties for?"

      "We aren’t sure, but we think they may be for future blood farms."

      "Blood farms? Those have been outlawed for a long time now. You’re saying the vampires here want to use humans as blood bags again?"

      "Most likely, yes. We think Iolas and Constantine have come to some sort of power-sharing agreement, and between the two of them, they’ll run this entire country."

      "But they already run the place," I said.

      "Yes, but clearly not in the way they want to. If Iolas and Constantine have their way, they’ll make every human on this island their servant in some way. People will be herded up and treated like cattle. Obviously, we can’t allow that to happen."

      I shook my head. "The Council allowed this to happen. If they had’ve come down harder on Iolas and Constantine in the past, instead of being afraid of them, things might not have gotten this far. Me ma would still be alive."

      Benedict said nothing for a while as we continued walking around the park, until eventually he stopped and looked at me. "Look, I happen to agree with everything you just said. I also believe things have been allowed to escalate too far. The same thing happened in Luton with the Djinn. They were allowed to amass too much power and control, to the point where they basically took over the whole bloody town, treating the Untouched like their servants. The job we had sorting that out, and then trying to cover it all up from the media…" He trailed off as he shook his head. "I don’t want the same thing happening here. The Untouched do not need horrors inflicted on them by beings they didn’t even know existed in the first place. I’d hate to see this fine country come to ruin, wouldn’t you?"

      "What do you think?"

      "Well then, I would like to ask your help in assisting us with this problem."

      "Why should I when you won’t even reveal the identity of me ma’s murderer?"

      "If I tell you what you want to know you will fly in half-cocked and ruin this whole operation, and I can’t have that."

      "So you’re saying it was Iolas who did it." It was a statement, not a question.

      "I’m not saying that."

      "You don’t have to."

      He sighed. "Look, I’ll tell you this much: Iolas ordered your mother killed, but he didn’t do it himself."

      I stood for a long time, in shock despite myself. I’d known all along it was Iolas, but to hear it confirmed suddenly made it seem more real, and more gutting. "Who’d he get to do it? His niece, Amelia?"

      "I’m saying nothing more for the moment."

      "I’m going to find out anyway."

      "Hopefully, this operation will be over by then. After that, you can do what you want."

      "Whatever I want? Does that include killing the person who killed me ma?"

      He smiled somewhat grimly. "That’s up to you. If you help us now, we’re willing to look away later."

      "Why would you need my help anyway? I’m sure you have all the resources you need."

      "We do, except we don’t have access to Iolas or his home. You do."

      "Not anymore."

      Benedict frowned. "It was my understanding that you were working for Iolas."

      "I was, but then he killed somebody in front of me this morning, someone he tried to say was me ma’s murderer, when in fact it was just some junky who happened to find a bracelet that belonged to me ma. Needless to say, I told Iolas to go fuck himself after that."

      "I see." Benedict thought for a moment. "Not to worry, you can just go back and say that you reacted badly out of shock or something, and that you believe this Arthur person was the real killer."

      I shook my head. "No, fuck that. I’m not going back to that house…"

      "We need an inside man, and Iolas is far too careful and paranoid for us to get anyone in there."

      "Why can’t you just storm the palace, so to speak, and arrest him or kill him or do whatever it is you’re planning on doing to him?"

      "We do plan on storming the palace, as you put it, but we can’t yet."

      "Why not?"

      "Iolas is in possession of a very ancient book of death magic," he said. "We think he plans to use it to gain control of the Untouched en masse amongst other things. There’s a risk that if we make a move on him, he will take the book and go to ground, at which point he will probably use the magic in it and it will be late to do anything then. So we need to take the book out of the equation first, before we move on Iolas."

      I was beginning to understand. "Which is were I come in. You want me to steal the book."

      "Precisely."

      I shook my head as I thought about it. "I can’t see me ever getting access to something so valuable to Iolas. What access I did have was limited at best."

      "What about this Amelia you mentioned, Iolas’ niece? Would she have access?"

      "Possibly, but…"

      "But what?"

      "I told her to fuck off as well."

      Benedict smiled. "I’m sure she’ll forgive you. Just use your Irish charm."

      I shook my head at him. "Wise up."

      We had reached O’Connell Bridge now, which spanned part of the lake. Benedict stopped to lean on the stone arch as he gazed at the water below, which had barely a ripple on it. "We need your help here, Corvin. As I just explained, there is a lot at stake. I understand it is personal for you, but I’m asking you to look at the bigger picture as well, just until we can get Iolas into custody."

      "You’re going to arrest him?"

      "Of course. We’re not in the business of assassinations."

      I doubted that, but anyway. "And what about Constantine? He got away with killing my father, you know?"

      "Did he? I don’t know anything about that."

      Once again, I doubted that. "Are you going to arrest him too?"

      "I only have orders to arrest Iolas. What happens later…" He shrugged. "Who knows?"

      I leaned against the bridge, facing away from him with my arms folded. "You don’t really expect Iolas just to come quietly, do you? He’ll fight you tooth and nail."

      Benedict plucked a small pebble from atop the bridge and tossed it into the water. At the same time, near the left bank, a tiny water sprite dived into the reeds as if rattled by the sudden noise. "That’s up to him. We’ll be prepared for any eventuality."

      "So you’ll kill him if you have to?"

      "If he leaves us no choice, then…" He looked at me, and in his eyes I saw something, a look that somehow suggested he was on my side after all, and that his real plan was to take Iolas out completely. Right then, I knew Benedict represented my best chance to get revenge on Iolas, especially now that I knew for certain the elf was responsible for my mother’s death. With Benedict’s help, and all the resources he undoubtedly had at his disposal, I could finally get my mother the justice she deserved.

      "All right," I said. "I’m in."

      Benedict stood up straight and smiled. "That’s what I like to hear."

      "To be clear, though, I don’t work for you or the Council. I’m doing this purely to get justice for me ma, that’s it."

      "Of course," he said nodding. "It wouldn’t be like a Brit to tell an Irishman what to do, now would it?"

      Laughing slightly, I shook my head at him. Despite who he worked for, I was beginning to like Benedict Bonneville. "So what now?" I asked him as we began to walk back toward to the Arch again.

      "Now you go back to Iolas and try to locate that book."

      "And then steal it."

      "Yes."

      I shook my head. "I must be nuts doing this. If Iolas suspects me at all, he’ll kill me."

      Benedict gave me a friendly pat on the back as we approached the car. "I have faith in you, Corvin, as your mother did as well. Besides, if you fail, there’s always plan B."

      "What’s plan B?"

      Benedict smiled as he sat in the car and looked out at me through the open window, at the same time handing me his card. "You don’t want to know. Just don’t fuck up."

      And with that, he drove off, leaving me standing there holding his business card and wondering what the hell I’d just gotten myself into.
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      I went back to the bookshop after meeting Benedict, opening up for business for the next few hours. I’d been neglecting the place since I got back, which I knew my mother wouldn’t have been happy about if she was around, so I promised myself that once I had dealt with Iolas (and assuming I made it out alive) that I would dedicate some time to the bookshop, ordering in knew stock and finally getting around to employing someone to work in it. As attached as I was to the place, I had no desire to spend my days in it. Neither was it fair to expect Dalia to look after the place all the time, so I would have to find reliable help. Even the customers that came in after I opened up complained about the irregular opening hours. To appease them, I gave them generous discounts on their purchases, which seemed to keep them happy. It’s all about the customer service, as my mother used to say.

      Just before closing time, Monty phoned me. "Awroight, bro," he said, sounding like he was back to his energetic and cheerful self after the previous night’s partying. "Oi 'ope oi didn’t interrupt yer masturbatin' or anythin'."

      "Yeah, well I hope you didn’t use your dick to dial the phone," I said smiling as I sat behind the desk.

      "It’s strangely satisfyin' whaen you finally git through. You shud try it sometime."

      "I will, next time someone leaves me handcuffed to a bed."

      Monty laughed. "Sure it’s al' a bit av craic at de end av de day, isn’t it? Somethin' ter tell de grandchildren about, am oi roight?"

      "You’re going to tell your grandchildren about your sexual misadventures?"

      "Sure why not? Me exploits 'ill make for perfect bedtime stories, ah've naw doubt."

      I laughed. "You’re a sick man. Why are you phoning anyway?"

      "Ter tell yer oi did sum diggin' into dat plane crash yer towl me aboyt," he said. "Or rather, de lack av a plane crash."

      I frowned. "What do you mean?"

      "Oi mean there’s naw record av any plane ever crashin' t'airty years ago"

      "What? Are you sure?"

      "Positive, bro. Naw plane dat ever lef Oirlan' crashed anywhere in dat year, or de year after for dat matter. De only crash before dat wus foive years previously."

      "Interesting," I said nodding.

      "What’s dis aboyt anyway? Iolas?"

      "Yeah, or rather his niece. This was helpful, Monty, thanks."

      "Naw problem, bro."

      "Listen, there’s a plan in motion to get Iolas finally. I may need your help at some stage."

      "Yer nu me, bro, alwus willin' ter lend a hand. Jist gie me a call whaen yer nade me."

      "Awesome, thanks Monty."

      "Ah, an' by de way, yer shud check your YouTube channel."

      "Why?"

      "Oi may 'av used wan av your songs as a backin' track ter wan av me videos, an' guess waat? People are diggin' it. Oi sent dem al' ter your channel so yer shud 'av lots av new fans."

      A wide smile crossed my face. "You didn’t have to do that, but thanks. I mean it."

      Monty went silent for a second. "Anythin' for you, bro."
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      After I closed up the shop, I went to meet Dalia, taking the car into the busy city center and wishing I hadn’t when I had to negotiate all the bloody rush hour traffic. Dalia was in Suffolk Street, standing under the awning of a cafe, dressed in black as always, despite the suffocatingly warm weather. She was staring straight ahead as I approached, her dark eyes appearing not to notice the constant flow of people going up and down the street, some of whom gave her strange looks, as if she freaked people out a little. Not that she cared about that, mind you. Dalia had long since gone past the point of caring what people thought of her, especially Untouched.

      "Hey," I said as I went and stood beside her. "She come out yet?"

      Dalia continued staring at the doctor’s surgery across the road, out of which people were still coming and going. "Not yet," she said shaking her head slightly. "She won’t be long, though. It’s almost closing time."

      I nodded as I leaned against the shutter of the now closed cafe. "You been here long?"

      "Not long. How are things?"

      "The plot has thickened. I’ve a lot to tell you."

      She barely glanced around at me. "I’ve something to tell you too."

      "Oh yeah? What?"

      "When I’m done here."

      Dalia continued staring across at the doctor’s surgery as more people filed out of it, some of whom were doctors who worked there, which meant the surgery would be closing shortly. As I stared across as well, I soon spotted a woman coming out the front door alone. She was in her late twenties, dressed in a navy trouser suit, her long dark hair tied up in a bun atop her head. As she turned around and I clocked her face, I almost shuttered, as I always did when I saw her, for she looked exactly like Dalia. Or at least, she looked like Dalia before the Fae took her. The woman across the road was a Stock, no more than a piece of old wood really, endowed with Fae magic to look and act like the person she was supposed to replace, which of course was Dalia. The Other Dalia had carried on the life Dalia had before she was taken, finishing med school and becoming a doctor. Dalia’s family—her parents and siblings—all thought the Other Dalia was the real thing. They had no idea they were basically conversing with a magically endowed stick. It took Dalia a long time to accept this other version of herself which now walked in her old shoes, so to speak. In the process, she ended up developing a creepy fascination with the Other Dalia, and she could often be found stalking her, watching from afar like some wildlife buff tracking an animal. I didn’t really understand Dalia’s fascination with the Other, but I thought perhaps that she liked to see what possibly could’ve become of her, had she not been taken by the Fae. I also think she was slightly envious of her Other, and the normal life she led.

      The Other Dalia seemed to have maintained the same dark countenance that Dalia possessed, only according to Dalia, it was probably more severe, since Stocks almost always turned out to be somewhat joyless beings, as the they were really no more than a shadow of the person they were meant to replace, endowed with just enough magic to allow them to function properly and blend in unnoticed. Their sense of humanity didn’t go much deeper than that. Dalia’s Other lived alone in a nearby apartment. According to Dalia, her Other rarely went out except to work and visit the supermarket, where she apparently stocked up on alcohol mostly.

      "Do you never get tired of seeing this…person?" I asked her as I stood beside her. "She’s not you, D. She’s just a fucking magic trick, an illusion."

      "I know," Dalia said while she watched her Other move down the street, until she finally disappeared around a corner, probably heading for the carpark where she kept her small car while in work. "I keep expecting her to notice me. She never does."

      "Frankly, I’m surprised you haven’t tried to introduce yourself yet."

      Dalia shook her head at me as she spoke in an exaggeratedly cheerful voice. "Oh hey, I’m Dalia, the person you’re now pretending to be. How are you? Fancy a drink?"

      "All right, I was just saying, I don’t know what you get out of this, torturing yourself like this."

      "Who said anything about torturing? I’m fine with how things are. I’ve moved on."

      "So why do you still insist on stalking your Other?"

      She shrugged and shook her head. "Maybe I expect to see her break down some day, like a robot that just stops working."

      "So what if she did? She’s fucking creepy anyway."

      "Are you saying I’m creepy as well?"

      "Of course, you’re the creepiest bitch, I know, D."

      She punched me on the shoulder as a I smiled at her. "Fuck you, Chance."

      I put my arm around her as I started directing her down the street. "You know I’d be lost without you," I said. "Plus, you’re sexier than every other girl in this city."

      "Even your elf girlfriend?"

      "Yes, and she isn’t my girlfriend, not by a long shot."

      "Trouble in paradise?"

      I snorted. "You could say that. C’mon, I’ll get us a drink and tell you all about it."
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        * * *

      

      We sat in one of the city center pubs while I sipped on a pint of Guinness and Dalia supped on some sort of tomato juice/vodka combo. I had just finished telling her about everything that had happened, from Iolas murdering Arthur Cartwright to my conversation with Benedict Bonneville and his plan to take down Iolas.

      "So he wants you to steal this book of death magic?" she said.

      "Yeah, somehow."

      Dalia shook her head. "Sounds like a tall order."

      "I know, but I may have an idea on that."

      "Which is?"

      "I’ll tell you when I’ve thought it out more. In the meantime, you said you had something to tell me."

      "That’s right. Davey finished running his tests on the magic sample he collected from your mother’s body."

      "Already? I thought it was going to take a few days."

      "The magic was very strong apparently, which made tracing it easier." Dalia’s eyes drifted for a second as she stared at some guy at the other end of the pub.

      "So," I said, clicking my fingers in front of her face. "Did he get a name or what?"

      Dalia looked at me again, annoyed by my finger clicking. "Yes." Her attention drifted to the man across the pub again.

      I shook my head in frustration. "Jesus, D, who the hell are you looking at?"

      "No one, just a fellow Demifay."

      Looking over, I saw a youngish guy with light blond hair staring rather lustfully over at us, or rather at Dalia. "Jesus, are you planning on hooking up with that guy up or something?"

      Dalia smiled as she looked at me. "You’re not the only one who’s allowed to have sex you know."

      I shook my head. "I didn’t say I was, but you were in the middle of telling me something there. Give me the name and I’ll leave you to it then."

      "Iliphar Gwilithon."

      My jaw dropped. "Are you sure?"

      "Davey said he’s certain. Who is this person?"

      "Iolas’ personal assistant."

      "Davey must be right then."

      I lapsed into silence as I thought about Iliphar and his outwardly civilized and generally benevolent manner. This whole time, it was fucking him, I thought. Obviously, he was acting on his bosses’ orders, but that made no difference to me. He was still going to pay for what he did.

      "I’m going to go," I said standing up. "You need a lift?"

      Dalia looked over to the other Demifay in the pub. "You go on," she said. "I’ll be fine."

      "I’m sure you will. I’ll call you later."
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      When I got back to the bookshop, I was surprised to see Amelia’s black Dodge parked outside. As I pulled the Spitfire up behind her, she got out and walked over to me, wearing black trousers and a sleeveless white top that showed of her perfectly toned arms and midriff.

      "Nice car," she said. "Is it yours?"

      "It was me ma’s," I said, still seething at her over what happened despite myself. I got out and leaned against the car with my arms folded. "What are you doing here, Amelia?"

      She looked away for a second, clearly uncomfortable with the situation. "I came to let you know that I had nothing to do with what happened earlier."

      "Nothing to do with it? You stood and watched Iolas kill that poor guy."

      She nodded slightly, and then sighed. "Iolas insisted I be there."

      "And you obeyed his command like a good little doggy, right?"

      Her face flushed with barely concealed anger. "Screw you."

      As she walked away, I sighed and shook my head. As tempting as it was just to be done with her, I still needed her help in getting the book from Iolas. Plus, despite everything, I couldn’t help still liking her. "I’m sorry," I called after her. "I shouldn’t have said that."

      Amelia stopped by her car for a moment before turning around. "You’re right, though. I just do what I’m told."

      I walked up to her. "Then maybe that has to change," I said. "Why don’t you come inside. There’s things I’d like to discuss with you."

      She frowned. "What things?"

      "Things that will effect the rest of your life, Amelia."
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      As Amelia walked around the shop inspecting all the books on display, I went about pouring us both drinks, placing hers on the desk counter as I sat behind it. "This shop is impressive," she said as she handled one of the older first editions on display. "You don’t see titles like these around much. Have you read many of them?"

      "Quite a few," I said as I looked upon her slender form. "I don’t get much time to read these days. Too busy with other things, like finding out who killed me ma."

      She gave me a look and then replaced the book carefully back  on the shelf, before coming over and sitting opposite me in the other chair. "I guess we both know it wasn’t Arthur Cartwright."

      I shook my head at her. "Don’t you feel bad about that? That man’s screams will haunt me for the rest of my life."

      "Of course I do." She picked up her glass, but didn’t drink from it, instead cradling it in both hands. "Do you think I’m some sort of uncaring sociopath?"

      "It seems to run in the family."

      "Fuck you. Is this why you asked me in here, to denigrate me and my family background?"

      "Not you, no," I said. "But your family, yes. Certain members of it anyway."

      "Like Iolas, you mean."

      Just the mention of his name caused me to tense up. "Yes, Iolas. I know he had me ma killed, Amelia, and I know who he had do it as well."

      "Who?" she asked.

      "His faithful servant, Iliphar."

      Amelia stared at me and then looked away, lapsing into silence for a long time. I knew she knew I wasn’t lying, and on some level, I must have confirmed her own suspicions, so I sat back and let her process for a few moments. "How did you find this out?" she said eventually.

      "A Council rep told me."

      "The Council know?"

      "Are you saying you didn’t?"

      "Ask me that again and I won’t be responsible for what I do."

      "Come on, Amelia. You must have at least suspected."

      "Suspecting and knowing are two different things."

      I nodded. "Well, have you ever suspected that maybe your uncle lied to you about what happened to your parents?"

      Her stare was intense. "What?"

      "I can see from your eyes that’s a yes."

      She looked away as she downed her whiskey in one. "Why are you bringing this up?"

      "Because your uncle is a psychopath who needs to be stopped, that’s why." I paused. "And because I know he lied to you about your parents, but then, you probably already knew that, didn’t you?"

      She looked away again, this time biting her lip as if to try and contain her emotions. For a long time she said nothing, before turning to me again with tears in her eyes, which for an elf, said a lot. It was clearly a painful wound that had never fully healed. "I was just a kid. I was traumatized, and Iolas…he was the only one who would take me. None of my other extended family wanted to know."

      "When did you suspect something was up?" I asked her, gently this time.

      She put her glass on the table for me to refill. "A few years after, when I did some checking."

      "And found no record of any plane crash." I slid her refilled glass back over to her.

      "Yes."

      "Did you confront Iolas about it?"

      "I tried to." Her eyes went distant, as if she was reliving the memory. "He was furious, and denied everything. Then he locked me in his dungeon for a month as punishment."

      I shook my head in disgust. "Bastard. Do you know why he would kill your parents, his own brother or sister?"

      "Brother, and no, I don’t know why he would. He made it clear, though, that if I ever questioned his motives again, he would exile me from the country, and I would be denounced by my elven brethren. I would end up completely alone."

      "But you ended up alone anyway."

      She looked away. "You must think me weak."

      I almost laughed. "You’re as far from weak as it’s possible to get, Amelia. You’ve just been controlled by someone more powerful than yourself. It happens all the time."

      "I should’ve killed him by now, for the things he has done."

      "Not being a killer doesn’t make you weak. It just makes you not like him."

      She looked at me a moment, unconvinced. "I should’ve done something."

      "You can do something now."

      "Like what?"

      "You can help me take Iolas down. The Council is going to help as well. They’ve had enough of his despotism. They’re planning on moving on him."

      "Why haven’t they yet?"

      "They’re afraid to, in case he escapes with his book of death magic. They want the book secured first."

      "A book of death magic?"

      "You didn’t know about it?"

      She shook her head. "Not really, but then Iolas has a lot of powerful items in his possession, so I’m not surprised."

      "Do you know where he keeps them all?"

      "At the house, in a sealed room."

      "Do you have access?"

      "Only Iolas does. Only his magic can open the door."

      "Fuck," I said shaking my head. "And there’s no other way into the room? Even via magic?"

      "Iolas’ prized possessions are in that room. Every inch is warded by his magic. Are you really going to try and steal from him?"

      "We are, yes."

      "We?" She shook her head as if the idea was madness. "He’ll kill us both."

      "Then we won’t let him."

      "You don’t know him…he’s…"

      "Look," I said, leaning across the table. "I understand your afraid of him. So am I, for fucks sake. He terrifies me, if you want the truth. But he’s taken so much from us both, Amelia. He took your parents from you, he took me ma from me, and god knows how many others he’s killed or lives he’s ruined to get what he wants over the years. He has to be stopped, and this is the only chance we have of doing that."

      Amelia got up out of her seat then and began to pace slowly around the bookshop as though she were considering everything. I knew it was a lot for her take in so I sat back in my seat, poured another drink and gave her as much as she needed, which turned out to be nearly ten minutes. When she came and sat back down again, she seemed to possess a new resolve. "You’re right," she said. "This has gone on for far too long. I’m going to put an end to Iolas…or die trying."

      "No one’s going to die," I said. "Except maybe Iolas…and Iliphar."

      "Iliphar." She shook her head at the mention of his name. "The friendly psychopath."

      "He’s killed before?"

      "Iliphar is not just Iolas’ assistant, he’s also his head of security. He’ll do anything that Iolas asks of him, no matter how heinous. He’s dangerous, are you planning on killing him yourself?"

      The thought of killing anyone was heinous enough for me, at least until I pictured my poor mother bleeding out in my arms. "Let’s just say if I get the chance I won’t pass it up." Brave words for sure, though who knew until it came to the crunch?

      "All we need now is a plan then."

      "Let me worry about that. In the meantime, I need to get back in to Iolas’ good books."

      "How? He’s washed his hands of you since you walked out on him. He thinks your weak."

      I shook my head. "We’ll see whose weak. Anyway, I was thinking I could bring him something, a token gift, along with an apology and the belief that Arthur Cartwright was the real murderer. Think he’ll go for it?"

      Amelia sighed and then thought for a moment. "You could try, I suppose. He might go for it, if the gift you brought was valuable enough."

      "Don’t worry about that," I said as I got out of my chair and went around the desk. "I’m sure our friend Haknet will have something he can lend us."

      "Then what?" Our eyes met as she looked up, and she spread her legs slightly.

      "Then…" I leaned down and kissed her softly on the mouth. "Then we get our revenge."
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      Amelia stayed long enough to have sex with me again upstairs in the flat (a bit slower this time, but nonetheless furious), then she left and I told her I would see her once I made my visit to Iolas’ mansion bearing gifts. After she left, I lay in bed for a while staring at the ceiling, mulling things over as I tried to come up with a viable plan to get Iolas’ book of death magic, preferably a plan that wouldn’t get everyone involved killed, except those who deserved it obviously. My mind wasn’t playing ball, however, and I felt unable to focus, so in the end I got dressed and decided to go for a walk at nearly three in the morning.

      As I walked down the Quay with the wide river flowing turgidly alongside me, I was struck—as I often was—by how different Dublin seemed at night. There’s a reason James Joyce called Dublin "the Night City" in one of his much celebrated books. Dublin at night took on an ethereal and almost mystical quality as soon as the sun went down, transforming it from a bustling cafe society into a somewhat eerie otherworld that was filled with shadows and sickly glowing lights that illuminated the often strange architecture of the place. Dublin, you see, is a place of great occult significance. If you take the view of the Freemasons and begin to look at the world in terms of symbolism, you would see that Dublin city is rife with occult symbolism. Every other building seems to possess gorgeous turrets, ornate stonework and elaborate murals detailing occult scenes and symbolism, most of which was commissioned by the Georgian occultists who used to have such an influence over the city, and most likely still do in their own way, via their network of secret societies.

      One such building was the Sunlight Chambers on the corner of Essex Quay and Parliament Street where I now stood, gazing up at the frieze panels running the length of the building. On the surface, the panels weirdly told the story of hygiene, and served as an advertisement of sorts for the British soap manufacturer who used to operate out of the building. On another level, however, the panels are filled with occult symbolism and significance, the Lever brother’s who commissioned the work in 1899 being knee-deep in magic and occultism, as most of high society back then was, and still is today.

      I was just admiring the craftsmanship of the frieze panels when I got a sense that someone was watching me. Taking my eyes of the stonework, I started to look around. At that time of the morning, I wasn’t surprised to see no one else around, but I still couldn’t shake the sense that someone or something was following me. Turning away from the building, I decided to head back to the flat. But as I began to walk up the street, I heard something scurrying along the rooftops of the buildings to my right. Moving out into the street so I could see better, I looked up, thinking that it must be a cat or even a rat running around up there. I saw nothing, however, so I kept on walking.

      Inevitably, my thoughts turned once more to Iolas’ book of death magic, and how I was going to steal it from him without getting caught. A plan was beginning to form, one that would involve Dalia and Monty if they decided to help me, which I knew they would. It was a risky play that entailed using Monty to create a distraction at Iolas’ mansion, and Dalia to somehow sneak into the room where Iolas kept the book. The plan was sketchy at this point, maybe even insane, but I had to trust that I could take it more viable given more time.

      I had almost reached the bookshop when I heard a hissing sound behind me. As I spun around I knew I was in danger.

      I also knew that I was too late to react.

      Just as I turned around, something immediately jumped at me with blinding speed, knocking me to the ground and holding me there with supernatural strength as it gave an ear-splitting, unearthly screech, blowing its fetid breath over my contorted face. It didn’t take me long to work out what it was attacking me.

      A vamp.

      Vamps are lower vampires, filthy and animalistic for the most part, a world away from their higher vampire masters. The vamp on top of me had fiery red eyes set into a deathly pale face, and its fangs were bared as it dripped saliva on to my skin. Given the ferocity of the vamp’s attack, there was no doubt in my mind that it intended to kill me. This was underlined when it swiped me across the face, its claws tearing deep into my skin, causing me to cry out in pain. I knew if I didn’t do something, and quick, that my throat would end up ripped out next, so I used the first spell that came to mind. "Illumino!" I shouted, and almost immediately, a blinding white light appeared in the air between us. I had already shut my eyes against the light, but the vamp hadn’t. The second I heard it screech and recoil, I scrabbled back as I opened my eyes to see the vamp crouching with its hands over its face as if the light was burning it, which it was.

      But the light didn’t last long, and as it began to fade, the vamp’s fiery eyes were on me again as it prepared to launch another attack. By this time, though, I had reached into my jacket and pulled out the dagger that Óisín O'Faelin had given me. When the vamp launched itself at me, I was ready. As it landed on me, I stabbed the vamp in the chest with the Druidic dagger, pushing the blade in as far as it would go. The vamp’s eyes registered its shock as it reared back and tried to pull the dagger from itself, but no matter how hard it tried, the dagger remained lodged in its undead flesh, and a moment later the vamp fell over onto its back and lay there with its clawed hands still gripping the weapon that was in the process of ending its life.

      I stood and rushed over to the vamp, crouching over it as I grabbed it by the scruff. "Who sent you?" I demanded.

      The vamp sneered at me as its hands slipped from the dagger. Vamps were barely intelligible at the best of times, so when it uttered something with its dying breath, I had no idea what it said. Neither did I have any more time to ask, as the creature’s body very quickly turned to ashes that were then carried away down the street on the gentle breeze.

      "Fuck!" I said as I felt the side of my face, recoiling at the depth of the claw marks in my cheek and over my left eye. As I picked the dagger up from out of the remaining ashes, I looked around as I slipped it back inside my jacket. Luckily, there didn’t appear to be anyone else around to witness what had just happened.

      And what did just happen? I thought. Why did the vamp try to kill me? Was it just a random attack, or had its master sent it after me like some undead attack dog? Given everything, the latter seemed more likely to me.

      "Fucking Constantine," I muttered. It had to be. As if things weren’t dangerous enough, now the vampires had put a hit out on me it seemed. How long until more vamps showed up to try again?

      Shaking my head, I quickly went inside the bookshop, locking the door behind me. As I sat behind the desk with a stiff drink, I took out the dagger and stared at it. "Well," I said. "At least I know it kills vamps."

      But would it kill Iolas if need be?

      Or Constantine for that matter?
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      I used a healing spell on myself to heal the gouges in my face. The spell did a good enough job of knitting the torn flesh back together, but you could still see four reddish lines running from my forehead over my left eye and across my cheek. The scars would probably remain for a few days or so while the healing magic continued to work. In the meantime, I would just have to rock the scary-dude look, which I didn’t really mind. The scars, and the potential for violence that they implied, somehow helped to put me in the mindset I needed to do what I would soon have to do. Chance the easy-going musician had now been pushed aside, replaced by Chance the angel of retribution. Or at least, that’s how I saw myself as I gazed into the mirror. Whatever you gotta tell yourself, right?
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, I summoned Dalia and Monty to the bookshop, with Dalia arriving first. "It smells like elf in here," she said when she came inside. "You’ve been at it again, and after everything that happened. How can you trust that bitch?"

      Sitting behind the desk, I shook my head at her. "You’ve really got it in for her, haven’t you?"

      Dalia, dressed in a black hoodie, dark jeans and strapped leather boots that went just below her knees, stood glaring at me. "I just think you’re letting your dick get in the way of your judgement. Did she do that to your face?"

      "Nope, that was…something else. I’ll tell you about it in a minute."

      "I still don’t trust her."

      "Well, if you don’t trust her, then at least trust me. Amelia has her own reasons to help us."

      "I’m sure she does. She’s probably just reeling you in so she can betray you again."

      "She didn’t betray me before."

      "She looked on while Iolas killed an innocent man."

      "She didn’t have a choice. Just relax, will you. Amelia won’t be a problem."

      Dalia came and sat down at the desk. "She better not be, for her sake. I don’t care how strong she is or how slick her pussy is, if she stands against us she will know pain like she’s never known it before."

      I suppressed my laughter. "Don’t be so dramatic, D."

      She was about to rebuke me when Monty suddenly entered the shop. He was dressed in dark jeans and an expensive looking shirt, looking like he’d just spilled out of some nightclub. "Morning boys an’ girls," he greeted us. "What’s de craic?"

      "Are you drunk?" Dalia asked him. "I can smell the drink of you from here."

      "Drunk?" Monty came and sat on the edge of the desk, his eyes looking slightly bloodshot. "'alf trollied maybe. Oi went ter clap Meshuggah last noight at Vicar Street. Oi 'ad a backstage pass, so oi ended up drinkin' wi' dohs Vikin' gods before movin' on ter dat new nightclub in Hawkin’s street wi' two birds from de gig."

      "Who the hell is Meshuggah?" Dalia said.

      "A ban' who create a glorious wall av soun', that’s who."

      Dalia shook her head. "They sound awesome."

      "They were," Monty said with a yawn, before looking at me. "Jayzus, bro, waat de 'ell 'appened yir bake? Yer git in a scrap wi' an alleycat or somethin'?"

      "A vamp," I said. "It attacked me earlier this morning, right outside the shop."

      "A vamp?" Dalia said. "Why?"

      I shrugged. "I was thinking it was probably sent by Constantine to kill me."

      "Christ," Monty said. "Dis shoite is gettin' serious, man."

      "I killed it."

      They both looked at me for a moment. "Nice wan, bro" Monty said, holding his hand out for a high five. I shook my head at him, leaving him hanging.

      "You could’ve been killed," Dalia said.

      "You’re telling me," I said. "It could’ve been a random attack for all I know. Vamp attacks have increased lately."

      "I doubt that," Dalia said.

      "So do I, which is why I need to get this situation with Iolas sorted."

      "Do yer 'av a plan?" Monty asked.

      "I do, though it isn’t much of one."

      "What is it?" Dalia asked.

      For Monty’s sake, I went over all the recent developments first so that he was caught up on the situation. "So," he said. "You’re sayin' once yer knuk dis buk av death magic from Iolas, de Council 'ill send a team in ter arrest 'im?"

      "Yeah, according to Benedict."

      "You trust this Benedict person?" Dalia asked.

      I shrugged. "He seems on the level. I guess we’ll find out."

      "So 'oy are we gonna knuk de buk den?" Monty asked. "Somethin' tells me Iolas 'ill 'av dat locked up tight."

      "He does, in a locked room that’s secured with magic, although Amelia said she would take care of the magic."

      Dalia made a face. "Did she now?"

      "Yes, she’s the only one strong enough to do it. None of us would be able to neutralize elven magic that strong."

      "What if she’s leading you into a trap?" Dalia asked.

      "She’s not, and if she wanted me dead, she’d have killed me by now, believe me."

      "Maybe iolas wants ter kill yer 'imself," Monty said. "You tink av dat? Yer were targeted by a vampire, after al'. If Constantine wants yer aff de scene, yer can bet Iolas does as well."

      "That’s a chance I’ll have to take."

      Dalia shook her head as if I was crazy. "Why not let the Council handle this? You don’t have to be involved."

      "Firstly," I said. "The Council won’t move on Iolas until they have the book, and secondly, how could you even ask me that? You know why I have to do this."

      A silence descended for a moment, then Monty said, "Well, we’re witcha, bro. Whatever yer nade, roi D?"

      Dalia nodded. "Of course."

      "Okay," I said. "I just need you two to create a distraction outside Iolas’ mansion, something to draw his security and hopefully Iolas himself away."

      "Waaat kind av distracshun?" Monty asked. "I cud show de al' de security guys me dick-dialin' treck, yer tink that’ll work?"

      I shook my head at him, smiling despite myself. "You’ll have to think bigger than that."

      "Wait," Dalia said frowning. "What is dick-dialing?"

      "It’s using the old tool to dial the phone," Monty said, grabbing his crotch.

      Dalia just looked at him and tutted in disgust. "Seriously, that’s a thing?"

      "It wus for me anyway."

      "Monty got himself a little…tied up," I explained.

      "I see," Dalia said nodding as if she still didn’t understand, and didn’t want to either. "Moving on then."

      "Right," I said. "So you two create a distraction. Monty, you’re an expert conjurer. Conjure something…"

      "Distractin’?"

      "Something big that makes a lot of noise and fucks shit up."

      I could almost see the cogs turning in Monty’s head. "Leave it wi' me, bro. I’ll come up wi' somethin' crowd-pleasin'."

      "What about me?" Dalia asked.

      "You bring down the darkness, as you do" I said. "Surround the whole place with it if you can. The whole idea is to create chaos and confusion."

      "So waat are ye goin’ ti do while we put on a show?" Monty asked.

      "He gets the book," Dalia said.

      "Yep," I said. "Once Iolas is distracted enough, I’ll make a move for the book. In and out as quickly as possible."

      "You make it sound easy," Dalia said.

      "It will be, as long as everything goes to plan."

      "You know what they say about plans, bro," Monty said, sucking air through his teeth. "Men make dem an' Bejasus laughs at dem."

      Both Dalia and I looked at him. "Shut up, Monty!" we both said at the same time.
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      So the plan was set. Monty and Dalia went off to Monty’s place to get organized and also to pick up Monty’s car. When I was ready, they would meet me about a mile away from Iolas’ and we would go from there. In the meantime, I called Benedict as I walked down Capel Street heading toward Haknet’s pawn shop. "Benedict," I said when he answered. "It’s Corvin Chance."

      "Corvin," he said in his English accent. "I’m glad to hear from you. How are things going? Are you ready to make a move yet?"

      "I’m ready. I’ll be trying to get the book today."

      "Excellent. I’ll get my team on standby."

      "I’ll call you when it’s done."

      "Perfect." He paused. "And Corvin?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Be careful, won’t you?"

      "I’ll do my best."

      By the end of the conversation I had reached the pawn shop. There were no customers inside when I went in, so I walked straight to the sales counter. Haknet’s round face dropped when he saw me, and then hardened up as I reached the counter. "What do you want?" he asked. "You aren’t welcome in here anymore."

      "Calm yourself, Haknet," I said, trying to keep things as civil as possible. "I’m not here to cause trouble."

      He eyed me suspiciously. "Then why are you here? Did Iolas send you? My debt with him is cleared…mostly."

      "I’m not here on behalf of Iolas, but I’m here about him."

      Haknet frowned. "What do you mean?"

      I leaned one elbow on the counter, much to Haknet’s annoyance. "How would you like to get Iolas off your back for good? You know as well as I do that when you clear your debt with him, he’ll just force you down the same path again. How many years have you been doing business with him?"

      "Too many."

      "Well, there you go. I’m here to tell you that if you help me out now then you won’t ever have to do business with Iolas ever again." I smiled. "Now doesn’t that sound awesome?"

      "It sounds risky, not to say suspect. I thought you worked for Iolas?"

      I shook my head. "No, I’ve never worked for that bastard. That was just me…working an angle."

      "So what angle are you working now then? One that’s going to get you killed probably, I’d say."

      "There’s a possibility of that happening, sure, but I’m hoping it won’t. Outside forces are gearing up to move against Iolas soon."

      "Like who?"

      "The Council."

      He stared at me a moment. "If you’re telling the truth, I’m surprised. I thought Iolas was their Irish golden boy."

      "He may have been at one time, but not anymore. Anyway, the point is, he won’t be around much longer, but for that to happen, I’ll need something from you."

      "Like what?"

      "A gift for Iolas, something he’ll appreciate. You have anything like that in the back there?"

      Haknet’s eyes narrowed as he stared at me. "How do I know this isn’t some con you’re running here?"

      "Trust me, it isn’t. You knew my mother, right? Teresa Chance?"

      He nodded. "I was acquainted with her, yes."

      "Did you know Iolas had her killed?"

      "No," he said, sounding shocked for a moment. "I’m sorry."

      "Yeah, so am I, but I intend to get justice, and for that, I need your help," I said. "Just give me something to take to Iolas. I’ll be in your debt then."

      Haknet’s dark eyes stared at me a moment, then he nodded. "Okay, I’ll see what I can find."

      I smiled and tapped the counter with my knuckles. "Good man yourself."

      Haknet disappeared into the back of the shop while I waited impatiently at the counter. He emerged five minutes later holding what seemed to be a cardboard tube. "This should please him," Haknet said, handing me the tube. "As far as anything is able to please an elf like Iolas."

      Inside the tube was a scroll, written in a language I’d never seen before, though I thought perhaps it could be vampire script. "What is this?"

      "A death magic spell. Iolas is very into that stuff."

      I stared at him a moment and then laughed to myself. "You gotta be shitting me."

      "What?"

      "Nothing." I put the scroll inside the tube again and put the tube inside my jacket. "Thanks for this, Haknet, and apologies for chasing you across the rooftops the other day. No hard feelings, eh?"

      "Whatever," Haknet said as if he couldn’t care less. "Just bring that scroll back to me. It’s a valuable item."

      "I’ll do my best."
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        * * *

      

      Outside the pawn shop, I took out my phone and texted Amelia:

      B THERE SOON. B READY.

      Her reply was to send a thumbs up.

      "All right then," I said as I put the phone back in my pocket, and then started walking again, stopping after only two steps when I was suddenly overcome by a wave of anxiety. It hit me then full force what I was about to do, which was walk into the lion’s den and hope that the lion didn’t eat me alive. For long, intense moments, I actually considered abandoning the whole plan and getting on the next flight to London, or even America. Suddenly, the idea of taking on someone like Iolas and actually winning seemed not only completely ridiculous, but also incredibly stupid and dangerous. Who the hell was I kidding? Iolas would fucking make me suffer for the rest of my life when he inevitably realized what I was up to. And then there was Dalia and Monty, who I was taking along on this death-ride with me. What the hell was I thinking?

      On the verge of just walking away from it all, I happened to look across the street to a little cafe that my mother and I used to go to. We used to sit outside, her with her latte, me with my cappuccino, just chatting and watching the world go by, enjoying each other’s company. My mother would smile and greet so many people as they passed by, some of them stopping to talk, all of them clearly taken by her radiant personality. I would feel proud that she was my mother at those times, when I saw the positive effect she had on other people. It was wrong that her life was cut short when she clearly had so much left to give, to others, and especially to me, her only son.

      There were tears in my eyes when I finally looked away from the cafe. Taking a deep breath, I started walking again, filled with renewed resolve.

      Don’t worry, Ma, I thought. I’ll be your avenging angel.

      He won’t get away with it.
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      Monty’s dark blue BMW was parked by the side of a gate that led into a farmer’s field. I pulled the Spitfire up behind it and got out, with Monty and Dalia getting out of the BMW to meet me.

      "Al’ set?" Monty asked me, half smiling and coming across like he as getting ready for one of his magician gigs instead of a possible fight to the death.

      I nodded as I stood next to Dalia. "As set as I’m ever going to be. Are you guys ready?"

      "We’re ready," Dalia said. "Ready to reign down darkness."

      "You sound like you’re looking forward to this," I said to her.

      Her face was dark under her hood, despite the blazing late afternoon sun. "Maybe I’m just looking forward to getting some payback."

      "You aren’t the only one," I said. "I’m going to drive up to the house now. You guy’s get a bit closer without being seen. I’ll send a text to your phone, Monty, when I need you’s to move."

      They both nodded as they looked at me, and Monty stretched his hand out to clasp mine, pulling me into a hug as he did so. "Gran luk, bro."

      "Thanks, bro. You too."

      Dalia hugged me as well after a brief hesitation. "Please don’t die," she whispered into my ear.

      I hugged her tight. "I’ll try not to."
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      When I drove up to the gates of the Tasar residence, I was stopped by two orcs on guard there, both of whom I recognized as the two who dragged me from my flat that night. "I’m here to see Iolas," I said to the blonde one.

      "Are you now?" the orc said. "What if he doesn’t want to see you?"

      I sighed and shook my head. "Why don’t you call through and ask. I have something for him. A gift."

      The orc eyed me suspiciously, but took out a radio as he turned his back and spoke into it. When he’d finished talking, he turned around and stared at me, and for a moment I thought he was going to send me away again. But then he signaled to his mate to open the security gates. "In you go, Chance," he said, as though ushering me into Hell.

      I gave him a wide smile as if his intimidating demeanor didn’t faze me. "Much appreciated big lad."

      The orc grunted in response as I drove through the open gates into the driveway, spotting Amelia’s black Dodge parked there, next to a Range Rover with blacked out windows. Well, I thought. At least she’s here.

      I sat in the car for a moment as a wave of anxiety went through me, making me feel nauseas. Once again I was wracked with doubt and uncertainty, and a voice in my head was warning me to call the whole thing off, to turn around and drive to hell to away again, never to return. After a few deep breaths, however, I managed to get myself under control. "Remember why you’re doing this," I told myself, and then got of the car carrying the cardboard tube with the scroll in it.

      When I got to the front door of the house, there was no sign of any orc guards. As I was about to knock, the door suddenly opened and standing there was Iliphar, looking immaculate in a dark suit, hardly a blonde hair out of place on his head, his face as impassive as ever as he looked at me with a slightly enigmatic smile on his face. "Mr. Chance," he said. "I’m surprised to see you."

      Even though I was expecting him, it was still a shock to see him standing there, looking like the stereotypical boy next door, as though butter wouldn’t melt…as though he didn’t kill my mother. For a long moment, all I could do was stare at him, saying nothing. The Druidic dagger was inside my jacket, and all I wanted to do was pull it out and shove it into Iliphar’s belly, a thought he may have unconsciously picked up on because his expression soon changed and a sort of knowing look came over his face, as if he knew I knew. "And why is that?" I said eventually, thinking now about the vamp that tried to kill me.

      His stare never wavered. "You left in such a hurry last time. I didn’t think you’d be back."

      Gritting my teeth, I forced down my rage, knowing that if I didn’t, I would end up giving the game away, thus losing any advantage I might have had. So I forced a slight smile. "What can I say? I’ve had time to think about things." I held up the scroll tube. "I have something here for Iolas. A token of gratitude."

      Iliphar nodded slowly. "I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. Please, come in."

      "Will you walk into my parlor?" said the spider to the fly…

      I walked inside. "In his office, is he?" I asked.

      "Yes, I’ll take you there now."

      "No need. I know the way."

      Iliphar bowed his head slightly. "As you wish."

      As I was walking away, I turned around to look at him. "I’ll see you shortly, Iliphar."

      He didn’t reply.
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      When I reached the door of Iolas’ office, I stood in front of it for a moment, taking deep breaths before I finally got up the courage to knock it twice.

      "Come in," said a voice from inside, belonging to Iolas.

      Taking one more deep breath to try and calm my jumping nerves, I opened the door and went inside the office, glad to see that Amelia was in there too. She was sitting in one of the leather chairs at the desk, opposite Iolas. Our eyes met for an intense second before she looked away. Iolas sat behind his desk, his fingers steepled as he stared at me. "Corvin," he said in a measured tone. "I must say, I’m surprised to see you."

      "You’re the second person to tell me that," I said, hovering awkwardly by the door.

      Iolas smiled very slightly. "What happened to your face?"

      "I had a run-in with a vamp. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?"

      Careful, don’t antagonize him.

      "Why would I?"

      I shrugged and shook my head. "There’s just been quite a few vamp attacks around the city lately. I thought you might know why they are happening."

      "If I did, I wouldn’t tell you anyway."

      I nodded as if I understood. "Well, I just came to apologize for running out the other morning. Having had time to think about it, I now realize that you did in fact have the right man. Arthur Cartwright is—was—my mother’s murderer, and I wanted to thank you for apprehending him, and also dealing with him." Aware that both of them were watching me carefully, I walked to the desk and held out the scroll tube to Iolas. "I brought you this as a token of my appreciation."

      Iolas continued to stare at me with a serious expression for an uncomfortably long time, so long in fact, that I felt certain he knew that I was lying. But then he took the cardboard tube and took the scroll out from inside to examine it before nodding with approval. "Did Haknet provide you with this?"

      "He did."

      Iolas smiled to himself. "That little goblin knows me so well."

      "Are we good then?" I asked him, also looking at Amelia, who nodded at me almost imperceptibly.

      She’s ready.

      "Good?" Iolas said, once again directing his penetrating gaze at me. "You’re either with me or against me, that’s all that matters."

      "Well, I’m with you." It killed me to say it, but needs must.

      "I’m glad to hear that. What do you want to do now?"

      "Do?"

      "Do you wish to resume your role working alongside Amelia here, or do you want to go back to being a slacker again?"

      Cheeky bastard.

      "Well, if it’s all right with you, and with Amelia of course, I’d like to resume working for you again."

      Iolas nodded as he put the scroll in a desk drawer. "Good, because you really don’t want to be my enemy, Corvin. That would be very bad for you."

      "Of course," I said nodding.

      "You can go now," he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. "You’ll be contacted when you are needed."

      "I’ll walk him out," Amelia said, getting out of her seat.

      Iolas looked at her. "If you must."

      As we went to walk out the door, Iolas called me back. "Yes?" I said.

      "Thank you for the scroll. I’m sure it will come in handy."

      I nodded slowly. "I’m sure it will."
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        * * *

      

      Outside in the hallway, I took out my phone and sent Monty a text to get the show on the road. Then I went to speak to Amelia, but she hushed me as she walked on to check around the corner. When she was sure there was no one around, she turned to me. "The room you’re after is in the west wing. It’s the third door before you come to the dungeon door. It has elven script carved into it."

      "Are the wards still down?" I asked her as we headed into the foyer.

      "Yes, what do you take me for?"

      "Just checking."

      "The door is locked, of course, but I’m sure you can handle that."

      "What, no key?" I said smiling.

      She shook her head at me. "You seem very relaxed, considering."

      "Believe me, I’m not. I feel like throwing up. I also feel like fucking you right here. Is that weird?"

      She did her best to suppress a smile. "That’s the adrenaline talking."

      "I thought it was my dick talking, but anyway."

      "Crude," she said.

      I made a face at her. "It’s the adrenaline talking, I can’t help it."

      As we were about to emerge from the hallway, Iliphar suddenly appeared around the corner and stepped in front of us. More and more, he was reminding me of some creepy android—a being with no emotions and an agenda all of his own.

      "Chance here is just leaving," Amelia said without missing a beat. "Though apparently he needs to pee first."

      "I’ll direct you to the bathroom," Iliphar said looking at me.

      "No," Amelia said. "He can find his own way. I need you to come with me upstairs."

      "What for?" Iliphar asked.

      "Must I explain everything, Iliphar?"

      Iliphar looked at me, and then Amelia. "Of course not, Ma’am."

      "Good. Let’s go then."

      As Amelia headed up the grand staircase with Iliphar, I crossed the foyer into the West wing, looking over my shoulder just in time to see Iliphar staring down at me suspiciously before he disappeared from sight on the landing. He knows something is up, I thought. But even if he did, there was nothing I could do about it now. Besides which, when Monty and Dalia kicked of their magic show outside, Iliphar would definitely know something was up then. Although by that stage, I hoped to have the book in my hands.

      The door to Iolas’ private room was easy enough to find, thanks to the elven script carved into it. Standing in front of the door, I ran my hands over it without touching it, trying to feel for any wards, but I sensed none, thanks to Amelia. The lock on the door was digital and required a hand print to open, though I wasn’t worrying about that. Looking either side of me to make sure no one was coming, I quickly used a spell to turn myself to vapor, and then floated right through the heavy door unhindered, turning myself solid again once I was inside.

      The room itself was windowless and slightly cooler than the rest of the house thanks to the climate control that Iolas had installed. It was a large room, seeming to be two rooms knocked into one. One side of the room was almost entirely taken up by shelves, on which there was row upon row of old books. There must’ve been hundreds of them, combining to give of a familiar intoxicating smell that made me want to go to the shelves and run my fingers over all the tomes there. But I didn’t have time for that, especially since I had just picked up on noise coming from outside the house. First I heard an unearthly roaring that sounded like some monster was on the rampage, which knowing Monty, there probably was. God knows what abomination he had conjured up. The bigger the better as far as I was concerned. There was also much shouting and roaring coming from the orc security team outside as they probably rushed to deal with whatever Monty had conjured.

      Not wishing to waste anymore time, I searched the room for the book of death magic, but couldn’t find it anywhere. Having handled such a book years ago when one briefly came into my mother’s possession, I had some idea of what to look for. It wasn’t so much the physical appearance of the book, but the feel of it. Death magic had its own unmistakable vibe to it, and the same went for the written spells. So I ran my hands over all of the books on the shelves, trying to sense that dark, dangerous vibe, but I felt nothing like it coming from the other books. Sighing with frustration, I searched the rest of the room as well, but there was no sign of what I was looking for amongst the other artifacts.

      "Fuck!" I exclaimed. "It’s supposed to be in here!"

      Maybe Amelia had been playing me this whole time. Maybe Dalia was right and I couldn’t trust Amelia after all.

      I shook my head. "No…" I knew I could trust her. The book had to be in here in somewhere. It was probably just hidden.

      "Yes, hidden…"

      As I was about to use a spell that would effectively reveal anything that was hidden in the room, the door suddenly opened. I spun around to see Iliphar standing there, his usual easy-going expression now replaced with one of aggressive intent. "I knew you couldn’t be trusted, Mr. Chance," he said, his brow furrowed as he stared intently at me.

      Staring back at him, I knew the time had come. Only one of us was going to walk away from this encounter. He knew it, and I knew it.

      "Flat Fulgur!" I released a lightning bolt from my hand and send it zinging toward Iliphar, but he immediately raised both hands and blocked it, seeming to absorb or neutralize the electricity before it could do any damage. Then almost immediately, he sent his own magic blast my way, a sphere of pure magical energy that thumped me right in the chest, taking me off my feet and sending me flying back into the wall behind me. As I lay half dazed, my chest feeling like there was hole in it, I watched Iliphar advance slowly toward me.

      "I guess you know by now that I killed your mother," he said. "I expected more a fight from her, but alas, she died easily enough…"

      I roared with rage as I sent a fireball hurtling toward him, but he again neutralized it before it could hit him.

      "There’s no use trying to fight me," he said smugly as he stood just a few feet away. "Your magic is weaker than mine."

      As if to prove otherwise, I began to recite the words to a death spell that would kill him on the spot, but before I had said two words, he used his much more powerful elven magic to somehow seal my mouth closed, thus preventing me from uttering even another single word. He laughed to himself as he watched me feel with my hands where my mouth used to be, no doubt tickled fucking pink by the look of shock on my face when I realized I no longer had a mouth, but instead just pure, seamless skin. Breathing heavily through my nose, I watched him fearfully as he crouched down in front of me.

      "It’s difficult to cast spells when you don’t have a mouth to say the words with, isn’t it?" He laughed to himself once again. "How would you like to die, Mr. Chance? Oh, you can’t talk, can you? Oh well…" He placed both his hands on my head then. "I think I’ll just break your neck and be done with you. Say hello to your mother for me, won’t you?"

      He was in close, so he didn’t notice me slip my hand inside my jacket. Then, as I felt him begin to twist my head so he could snap my neck, I whipped out the Druidic dagger and plunged it into his chest, making sure I was looking right into his eyes when the blade went in. The shock on his face was almost comical as I held onto his arm, pulling him into me as I pushed harder on the dagger. Within seconds, I felt him weaken and he soon sank to his knees, his eyes still on me, all traces of his former smugness now gone.

      "How…" he said.

      As the life began to leave him, so too did his magic, and after a moment the spell he cast on me wore off and I was able to speak again. "For my mother," I snarled as tears stung at my eyes and I twisted the blade in his chest. Then I pushed him back as I held onto the blade, making sure it stayed in him as he fell onto his back. "Fuck you…"

      The shock never left Iliphar’s face until he died, and I made sure he could see the look on my face until the light finally went out of his eyes and his head rolled to the side. For long moments after, I just sat there as the shouting and roaring from outside filtered into the room. I was in shock myself, partly because I had actually just killed someone (vamps don’t count, being no more than animals), and partly because I had finally taken down the person who killed my mother.

      But the fact remained, Iliphar was just a tool welded by his master. Iolas still had to pay. He was the real murderer, after all, and it was time to take him down next.

      After pulling the dagger from Iliphar’s body, I wiped the blood from the blade on the dead elf’s suit and then put the dagger inside my jacket again. I couldn’t waste anymore time. I had to find the book and get the hell out of here before Iolas or his orc henchmen turned up.

      Standing up, I cast the reveal spell, hoping it would reveal the book that had to have been hidden somewhere in the room. And indeed, once the spell was cast, I noticed a hole in the wall open up, and inside the hole was a large book. "That has to be it," I said, rushing over to it.

      The second my hands touched the strangely cold leather cover, I immediately felt a chill go through me, caused by the dark magic emanating from the book and seeking to seep not just into my body and mind, but also into my very soul, so it could begin the process of corrupting and disfiguring, which is what dark magic does. One of the other artifacts was sitting on a muslin cloth, so I took the cloth and wrapped it around the book, which went some way toward dampening the effects of the book’s magic, although it didn’t stop some of the evil thoughts that had already formed in my mind, most of which involved gruesome ways to kill Iolas.

      Fuck this, I thought. The sooner I get rid of this thing the better.

      Cradling the heavy book under my arm, I left the room and made my way quickly into the foyer, half expecting to run into a load of orcs or elves, but there was no one. The closer I got to the front door, the louder the noise outside seemed to get, with the roaring of whatever creature was out there increasing in intensity. I also saw through the windows that it wasn’t light outside anymore. Instead, a dark gray fog seemed to hang in the air, billowing against the glass of the windows, courtesy of Dalia no doubt.

      As I neared the door my pace quickened as I was anxious to get out of the house. But the second my hand reached for the door handle, I was gripped from behind by strong hands, and the next thing I knew I was being thrown backward across the foyer, landing several feet from the door as I skidded back along the marble floor, the book of death magic flying from my grip and sliding away from me.

      Half dazed, I sat up to see who had thrown me so violently, and I wasn’t at all surprised to see Iolas standing there blocking the door. He shook his head slowly as though he was deeply disappointed in me. "I gave you a chance," he said. "A chance to be a part of something bigger, a chance to be a part of the new world order that I’m creating for this great island of ours. This country was once the seat of western civilization, and it will be again under my rule. It’s just a shame you won’t be around to see it."

      He thrust his hand out then, and suddenly it felt like there was a million volts of electricity going through me. My whole body stiffened as I convulsed on the floor, and then went limp when the destructive energy flowing through me stopped as suddenly as it began.

      Iolas was walking toward me now, though I could barely focus on him. "Under other circumstances, I would lock you in my dungeon and torture you for years before killing you. But since I have to go out and clean up the mess you and you’re friends have caused, I’m just gong to have to kill you now."

      I laughed to myself. "Just like I killed Iliphar."

      It was satisfying to watch Iolas’ face register his shock. "What?"

      "I killed that fucker because he killed me ma." I laughed again, knowing the sound would grate on him. "I stabbed him in the chest with a Druidic dagger. That fucker is dead as—"

      Another blast of electricity went through me, but this time it didn’t seem to be stopping. I could almost smell my insides cooking as I convulsed on the floor.

      But then it did stop, and in the background I heard commotion and the squeaking of boots on the marble floor, and then my name being called.

      "Corvin! Get up!"

      As I managed to sit up, I saw Amelia standing there. Iolas was lying on the floor several feet away from her, seemingly recovering from an attack himself.

      "Amelia…" I said as I struggled to my feet.

      "Get the book and get out of here!" she said, alternating between me and Iolas. "Hurry!"

      As quickly as I could, I went and picked up the book of death magic and ran for the door, just as Iolas shouted after me. "Stop!"

      Amelia hit him with another blast of her magic and he shouted once more, but this time in pain. "Why Amelia?"

      "You know why!" she screamed at him. "You killed my parents! Why?"

      Iolas shook his head. "They meddled in my affairs, that’s why."

      In a rage, Amelia blasted Iolas with more of her magic, sending him skidding across the floor into the wall. Then she turned her head to me. "Go!"

      Opening the door, I looked at Amelia one final time, and she nodded at me before turning her attention back to Iolas, who was almost back to his feet now.

      Then I rushed outside into the darkness and the chaos, slamming the door behind me.
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      I went through the door and stepped out in into the thick, dark fog that seemed to cover everything, and which made it hard to see more than a few feet in front of me. As I did my best to navigate along the gravel drive, I was patently aware of people rushing through the fog around me, shouting and in some cases screaming as they went. The reasons for their screams was the large creature that was haunting the fog, picking off orcs and elves as it found them. The creature sounded like it was off to my left somewhere, though because of the fog, I couldn’t see what it looked like. The only thing I saw was a massive dark shadow that seemed to rush through the fog at great speed, grabbing whoever it came across and tossing them up in the air like rag dolls.

      Still hurrying, I almost tripped over the curb at the edge of the garden, and as I did, an orc seemed to fly over my head as something plucked it from the darkness. I followed the orc’s trajectory up and ahead of me, and then I saw what had gripped him, or rather who.

      Dalia.

      She was floating in mid-air, up above the thick fog she had created. Her own dark energy seemed to be holding her in place as it swirled around her, which she whipped down to wrap around the orcs and elves who were trying to defend the place. She lifted her victims high into the air before tossing them away far away into the gardens somewhere. As I stood staring up at her, I marveled at how awesomely powerful she seemed, and also how damn scary she was. I’d never seen her flex her powers to such an extent, and it made me wonder just what else she was capable of. At one point she spotted me from her high vantage point, smiling wickedly down at me as she tossed another screaming elf far into the distance.

      At that point, a path opened up in the thick fog that led right to the front gates, and I nodded my thanks to Dalia as I started running through it. Before I reached the gates, however, a huge orc jumped in front of me, holding a spiked club about three times the thickness of a baseball bat. As the orc came running at me, ready to swing the club and take my head off, I thrust my hand out and shouted, "Ventum exquiris!"

      A split second later, the orc was hit with a powerful gust of wind that sent him flying back onto the gravel several feet away. As I kept running, a thick tendril of Dalia’s dark energy swooped down and wrapped itself around the orc before lifting him up off the ground. The orc cried out in shock and fear as he was hauled over my head, about to be tossed away by Dalia like so much garbage.

      Soon, I made it to the front gates to find Monty standing there with a huge grin on his face. "Dis is feckin awesum!" he shouted to me as he held up his phone.

      I stared at him in disbelief. "Are you fucking filming this?"

      "T'be sure, bro. It’s not every day yer git ter witness such awesomeness."

      "Put the fucking phone away, Monty!"

      He shook his head as he stopped filming. "Oi see yer got de buk den."

      "Yeah, I got it…just about."

      "Yer run into trouble?"

      "You could say that," as I had a sudden vision of plunging the Druidic dagger into Iliphar’s chest. "I’ll tell you later."

      I looked behind to see that Dalia was no longer floating up in the air, and that the thick fog surrounding the whole house was beginning to dissipate, revealing as it did a number of bodies lying on the gravel drive and various places around the gardens. Monty’s monster seemed to have headed around the back of the house as it chased after the remaining security.

      "I think you should call your pet home, whatever it is," I said.

      "Aaaaah…Stop de lights! 'e’s me finest creashun yet."

      "I’m sure it is, but we don’t need a bloody monster running around the countryside do we?"

      "Aye, oi suppose you’re roi." Monty closed his eyes for a moment as he mumbled a few words. "Bye bye, me mucker."

      Dalia joined us then. "Well, that was exhilarating," she said with a wicked smile.

      I shook my head at her. "Glad you enjoyed it."

      "Where’s Iolas?" she asked.

      "Still in the house," I said. "With Amelia."

      "Let’s leave them for the Council to sort out then."

      "Gran’ idea," Monty said. "C’mon, let’s git oyt av 'ere."

      As Monty and Dalia went to walk away, I remained by the gates, staring up at the house.

      "Corvin," Dalia said. "Are you coming?"

      "No," I said with a shake of my head. "I have to go back."

      "What?"

      "Amelia is still in there with Iolas. He’ll kill her."

      "'E’ll probably kill yer too if yer go back up dare," Monty said.

      "She knew what she was getting into," said Dalia.

      I gave her an angry stare. "I’m not leaving her."

      "Fine," Dalia said coming toward me. "Let’s go save that slick elven pussy then."

      "No, I’ll go. You two need to get this book to Benedict." I handed Dalia the book of death magic along with my phone. "Call him on my phone. He’ll tell you what to do."

      "You can’t go up there alone, Corvin," Dalia said. "I won’t let you."

      "Yes, you will. You two have done enough. Just take the book and go meet Benedict."

      "You’re not the full feckin' shillin' 'eadin' back dare, bro," Monty said.

      "Maybe, but I have to do it." I handed the book and phone to Dalia and then looked at each of them for a short moment. "Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine."

      "Bullshit," Dalia said. "You don’t know that."

      "I can’t let her die, D."

      She put her free arm around my neck then and pulled me in tight. "You better come back to me," she all but whispered.

      I said nothing as I hugged her back, and then clasped hands with Monty as he pulled me into a hug. "Be careful, bro."

      After giving them each a final look, I turned and sprinted toward the house, having no idea if I was going to find Amelia alive or dead.
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      I had no idea of what I was going to find when I went back inside the house. Before I left, Amelia seemed to have been getting the better of Iolas, so I was hoping that was still the case. Or better yet, that she had killed him. The bastard deserved it after all. Just in case, though, I readied myself to use a Death Spell before I went inside. I had no wish to fight someone as powerful as Iolas if he was still standing. The quicker I could put him down the better.

      When I stepped into the hallway, nothing could’ve prepared me for what I saw. In the middle of the foyer, jammed into the marble floor, was a wooden crucifix obviously conjured by Iolas, and on it was Amelia, her hands and feet nailed to the cross, her clothes half-torn from her, her face and body dripping with blood. I was so shocked by what I saw, I almost didn’t see Iolas standing to the side of the crucifix, his shirt torn and bloody, his long blonde hair disarranged and hanging around his blood-speckled face. I was so shocked, in fact, that I also completely forgot about the Death Spell I was supposed to use.

      "You!" Iolas shouted when he saw me, using his magic to slam the door behind me, making sure I couldn’t escape. "This is all your fault!"

      Forcing my eyes away from Amelia, whom I still wasn’t sure was alive or dead, I looked at Iolas and saw the madness in his eyes. "What have you done to her?" I asked him.

      "What she deserves. She betrayed me!"

      "You betrayed her long before she betrayed you, just as you betrayed me ma as well."

      Iolas shook his head as if he was sick hearing about it all. "You have no clue, do you?"

      Confused, I shook my head. "About what?"

      "About why I had your mother killed."

      "You killed her because she found out about your plan to create a fascist state along with the vampires."

      Iolas came closer. "Yes, that was one reason, no doubt, but not the only one…Serpent Son."

      Now I was completely confused. "What the hell are you talking about?"

      "There’s much you don’t know," Iolas said smiling. "And sadly for you, never will know."

      He said something in elvish then, and out of nowhere a huge red-backed serpent suddenly appeared in front of me, its yellow eyes staring right at me, its frighteningly long fangs bared as it hissed menacingly. "Jesus Christ!" I shouted as I went to scramble back, but the serpent was fast, and before I could do anything, its body was coiled around me as it squeezed tight, its massive head now swaying as if it was trying to hypnotize me.

      Iolas came over to stand next to the serpent he had conjured so easily. "It’s fitting you should die this way."

      Hardly able to breathe, I said, "What, you can’t kill me yourself so you…conjure some…monster to do it?"

      He smiled as he stroked the serpent’s back. "It doesn’t matter how you die, as long as you do. But before you do, where is the book you stole from me?"

      It was my turn to smile. "The Council…has it…now. They’ll…be here…any minute."

      The smile disappeared from his face, just as the serpent coiled tighter around me. "You meddling little shit, you’ve ruined everything."

      As I felt my ribs begin to crack, I still managed to smile. "You’re finished…Iolas."

      The serpent moved its head closer to me as its jaws opened wider, its fangs ready to pierce my skull. I closed my eyes as I prepared myself for the inevitable.

      But then there was a loud bang behind me as it sounded like the front door was kicked in, and then the sound of men shouting loudly for Iolas to get down. My eyes opened to see men in tactical gear swarm into the house, their guns pointed at Iolas as they screamed for him to get down on the ground. Not that the serpent still holding me was fazed by any of this, as it opened its jaws as far as they would go in preparation to do what Iolas had conjured it to do, which was kill me. Once again, I shut my eyes in fear, but opened them again when I heard a loud bang. The serpent’s grip began to loosen around me as its head fell to the side, having taken a bullet to its skull. The top half of the serpent collapsed onto the floor, and I fell over with it, still trapped in the coils of its body.

      "Get him out of there!" a familiar voice shouted, and I looked up to see Benedict standing over me, just as two men in black began to pull me out of the dead serpent’s grip. When I was freed, I remained on the floor for a second as I caught my breath.

      "You took your damn time," I said to Benedict. "That thing was about to bite my head off."

      Benedict smiled as he held his hand out to help me up. "Lucky we arrived when we did then."

      I shook my head at him and then looked around for Iolas, spotting him lying facedown on the floor, surrounded by men in black. But I didn’t care about Iolas anymore. I was more concerned for Amelia. Benedict’s men had managed to get her down from the crucifix and had laid her beneath it on the floor. As I rushed over to her, I saw she was still breathing, if barely conscious. Kneeling down beside her, I took her hand. "Amelia," I said, unsettled by the amount of blood on her. "Can you hear me?"

      Her eyes barely opened. "Corvin?" she whispered.

      I squeezed her hand tight. "It’s me, you’re going to be okay. These people will take you somewhere to be healed."

      "I-Iolas?"

      I looked over to see Iolas being taken away in handcuffs, at least three automatic weapons pointed at him at all times. If he tried to make a move, magical or otherwise, he’d be shot instantly. Our eyes met as he looked over his shoulder at me, and all he did was smile as if he hadn’t lost at all. Except he had, because he was going to be locked up for the rest of his long life.

      "It’s over," I told Amelia. "We got him."

      She barely managed a smile before slipping into unconsciousness again.

      Benedict arrived over then, along with a man and a woman who were dressed in surgical gear. As I got out of their way, they carefully lifted Amelia onto a stretcher and took her away.

      "Don’t worry," Benedict said. "We’ll heal her."

      I nodded. "You better had."

      Benedict smiled at me. "I want to thank you for everything you’ve done here," he said. "Thanks to you, we now have Iolas and the book."

      "What about Constantine? He was involved in this as well."

      "We’ll get to him."

      "When?"

      "When we can." He put his hand on my shoulder. "Take the win, Corvin. You got justice for your mother."

      It didn’t feel like that as I walked out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Dalia and Monty were waiting for me by the gates of the house. Dalia ran up and hugged me before I’d even reached her. "I’m so glad you’re okay," she said.

      "I’m fine," I said smiling as I kissed her on top of the head. "Or at least I will be."

      "Well, bro," Monty said as he walked up to me. "Yer did it."

      "We did it," I corrected him. "I couldn’t have done this without you both."

      Monty smiled, looking pleased with himself. "Your ma wud be proud."

      I nodded, thinking about what Iolas said, all that talk of serpents. "I know."

      "Cum on," Monty said. "Oi tink we’ve earned several drinks. First roun' is on me."

      "That’s a first," Dalia said smiling.

      "Don’t git used ter it," Monty said smiling back.

      As the two of them headed for Monty’s BMW, I smiled to myself. I didn’t have my mother, or my father, but at least I had my friends.
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      I spent the next two days in the flat, mostly sitting around playing my guitar as I mulled over everything that had happened. I expected to feel differently now that I’d got justice for my other—jubilant even—but in reality I didn’t feel much of anything. Even though Iliphar was dead and Iolas was in custody, the fact remained that my mother was still dead and gone, and I still missed her terribly. It was going to take more than justice to fill that hole.

      The day after Iolas’ arrest, Benedict phoned and offered me a job of all things, working for the Council as part of his team. His offer, although flattering, felt like too much too soon, so I told him I would think about it and get back to him. He seemed happy enough with that answer and told me to give him call when I’d made my decision.

      Amelia was still residing in a Council med center off Dame Street. She phoned to tell me that she was doing okay, but that it would take another while to fully heal the injuries Iolas had inflicted on her. She also thanked me for saving her, and said she would come see me when she was able. I at least felt good about that, having been able to save her.

      Inevitably, my mind kept turning to what Iolas said at his house. He had called me Serpent Son, and I had no idea what that even meant, or what he was implying when he said it. He said that he had my mother killed for a different reason, but never said why. Now my mind was spinning with possibilities and new fears arising out of my ignorance on the matter. Was this something else that was going to come and bite me on the ass?

      Time would tell.
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        * * *

      

      That night, as I slept in my bed (the first proper sleep I’d had in ages), I was awoken by something cold around my throat. As I flung my eyes open in shock, I was confronted by a pale face hovering over me, and burning red eyes glaring down at me. It only took me a moment to recognize the face as belonging to Prince Constantine. When I tried to speak he tightened his grip around my throat and brought his face down closer to mine.

      "You ruined my plans," he hissed in a Northern accent. "I should kill you like I did your father."

      Despite my fear, I struggled against his grip, but he was far too strong and held me down without even trying.

      "I don’t want to hear you speak, mortal. Just listen." He paused as his eyes seemed to glow brighter, until it felt like there was two burning suns above me. "I’m not going to kill you, simply because you are not worth it, and because despite myself, I respect your tenacity. You managed to take Iolas down, much to his surprise and no doubt extreme annoyance. But know this." His hand squeezed tighter. "If you try to come after me, I will destroy you and everyone you have ever loved. Take my advice, and stop meddling in affairs that don’t concern you. You’ll live longer that way."

      He sunk his fangs into my neck then, his hand now over my mouth so I couldn’t scream. I could only lie there as he sucked a disturbing amount of blood from my veins. When his face appeared above me again, his mouth was dripping. "Stay away if you know what’s good for you."

      Before I could even blink, he was gone in a gust of wind, leaving me to lie there in shock, chilled to the bone even as warm blood ran down my neck.
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      The next day, I was still shaken up by my visit from Constantine. I could still feel his fangs in me as I tried to busy myself around the bookshop, arranging shelves and idly dusting the first editions. I was about to pour my third whiskey of the day when the door of the shop opened and in walked Dalia, looking as scared as I’d ever seen her.

      "D," I said, rushing over to her. "What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost."

      Dalia held onto me for a second while she seemed to gather herself. "I have," she said, looking up at me.

      I frowned. "What do you mean?"

      "Get me a whiskey."

      I brought her over to the desk and poured a drink, along with one for myself. When she drank it, she seemed slightly calmer.

      "Are you going to tell me what’s going on?" I asked her. "Or do you just expect me to guess?"

      She shook her head at my impatience and took a breath. "I’m just back from the Otherworld."

      "The Otherworld? But you never go there. You said it was too dangerous, in case—"

      "The Fae who took me found me again?"

      "Yeah."

      "Well, it turns out she can find me in this realm anyway."

      "The Fae who took you tracked you down? Why?"

      Dalia folded her arms across herself, still seeming shook up. "I was dragged through the Thorns to the Seelie Court, thinking I was going to be held there again."

      "Obviously not, if you’re here now."

      She nodded. "That’s the only upside to this. The downside is that I’ve been ordered to do something for the one who made me."

      "Like what?"

      Dalia poured herself another drink and downed it in one, slamming the glass on the desk before looking at me. "Fancy a trip to Cork?" she asked me.

      "What’s in Cork?"

      "Danger most likely" she said. "A lot of danger…"

      How could I say no?
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